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Passionately communicating the love of God to hurting kids in a gentle way
Charlie is not alone. These children endure seasons of
brutal trauma of every kind. Those seasons may be only
months long. Some suffer for years. Eventually they land in
by Jon Wells
these treatment programs, shouldering the weight of violence
“That stuff you said about abuse, I just wanted you to know, I
that haunts them at every turn. Certain smells, specific
had some of that stuff happen to me.”
sounds, all kinds of tiny instigations threaten to revive all of
Charlie (name changed to protect identity) approached me
the pain they carry. Can you imagine a room filled with
after our Easter Sunday service and shared his appreciation for
young men, each one working to contain an explosive mess
the sermon. We had talked about the Christ who was accused,
that roils around inside of them? Rarely a day passes that
maligned, betrayed, beaten, and humiliated. What does God say every boy on the unit is able to restrain himself completely.
to an abused child? Among other things, I think Jesus says, ‘me
Fights are a common occurrence in all of the residential
too.’ Some magnificent, horrible, mysterious necessity of the
facilities that I have visited. The staff members spend most of
cross is tied up in the fact that the Creator experienced the worst their time trying to deescalate these young men, teaching
kinds of abuses and humiliations known to man so that He alone them the skills to verbally resolve the constant skirmishes
can enter into our dark moments with healing and grace.
that flare up.
Charlie wanted me to know that Jesus was showing up in his
One of the universal tenancies of a kid in conflict is his
story in this way. Later that week I was on campus visiting some
insistence on external blame.
of the kids. We were throwing a football around while others were
“He was talking about my sister!”
piling up branches in the yard to make a fort. Charlie approached
“He pushed me in the line!”
me again and began to share more about himself. This quiet, slim
“He is wearing my socks!”
kid began to tell me about all of the holds he has been in. He
I could go on, but you get the point. The actual instigation
shared about his fights and the conflicts that erupt between him
may seem insignificant. There is no way to truly understand
and his peers. Apparently Charlie can be a pretty explosive
how a small thing could carry such importance without fully
young man at times. His treatment goals are built around selfknowing that child’s story of abuse. Kids who have been
restraint, but Charlie admitted that he is often quite volatile.
repeatedly assaulted overreact to small physical instigations.

The Anatomy of a Fistfight
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I was recently speaking with an aunt who was concerned
about her nephew. Her nephew, whom I will refer to as Chris (not
his real name) had recently gotten arrested for his part in
breaking into a business and receipt of stolen property. Chris
was just a junior in high school and was facing felony charges.
Chris’s aunt was asking for prayer, but she was concerned about
the type of prayer to ask for. Chris's mother was praying that he
be forgiven and not go to jail. Chris’s aunt was praying that God's
will be done in his life. This caused some tension between the
two. Chris’s mom concluded that her sister wanted him to go to
jail, which was not the case. I told her that praying for God's will
to be done is an acceptable prayer because we do not know the
by Sean A. Wilson
will of the Lord, or do we?
Over the next few days, this situation had been on my mind, and I was even seeking God in prayer for the
correct answer. About two days later, I had a bizarre dream in which I committed a crime. In the dream my wife
was present during the crime, which would mean she could also possibly be charged. The victim wanted to
press charges on me, and I was upset and sorry and asked God for mercy. I remember feeling great fear and
knowing that I deserved full punishment. I still asked the Lord for mercy. Why would a person ask for mercy
when they just willfully participated in a criminal act? Well, I woke up and shared the dream with my wife. We
discussed the strange dream. I realized that God was showing me something about the unfortunate situation
regarding Chris.
I learned something from my dream that would change my prayer forever. Praying that God's will be done is
a good thing, but what is even better is to pray according to the will of God and intercede with a request for
mercy. Some may not understand. Why ask for mercy for a thief, murderer, adulterer, or lawless person? Hosea
6:6 began to ring louder in my ears. "For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and the knowledge of God rather than
burnt offerings." To know God is to know His will is to extend mercy. Jesus told the Pharisees this in Matthew
9:13, "But go and learn what this means: 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' For I have not come to call the righteous,
but sinners." Mercy is not for innocent people but for those who are guilty. I often define grace and mercy as
this, “We may not deserve what we get, that is God's grace, and we may not get what we deserve; that is God's
mercy.”
I want to end with this: Luke 6:35–36
"But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be
great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful,
even as your Father is merciful."
If our God is kind to the ungrateful and evil, then as the word tells us, we also need to be merciful, following
his lead and character. To know God is to know that His will includes the extension of mercy to the undeserving.

The Anatomy of a Fistfight cont.

Those who have had food withheld are easily enraged by small infractions surrounding meals. Many of
these kids have lived out vicious verbal abuse and accusation. Small jokes may echo around in their
minds sparking memories of voices that cursed them mercilessly. It is often the case that the
instigation was not even intentional. However it begins, every combatant will point at someone else
and explain that ‘he started it!’
In his letter to the early church, James expounds on this dynamic. What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? You desire but do not
have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. As usual,
James cuts right to the heart of the matter. James points out that this fight you are engaged in is not
even about the other person. This has nothing to do with this other guy who did something to you. This
conflict is first and foremost inside of you, and inside of him. What an ironic, impossible truth! When
two boys face off and start throwing punches in the cottage, each one is battling demons that he
cannot hope to defeat. You cannot punch whispers and shadows of past trauma. You cannot bite,
scratch, or kick shame and disgust. But we try. God help us, we try. Every day in treatment programs
across the state these poor kids are punching at the ghosts of yesterday’s trauma. Many of those
punches land, but none of them ever hit their real target.
These broken kids are teaching me simple truths that James penned centuries ago. It turns out
those kids in residential are not the only ones dealing with conflict on a day to day basis. As adults we
are (hopefully) more sophisticated about our little skirmishes. Perhaps we go about combat in more
complex ways. But we seem no less likely to get embroiled in a nasty fight. Do you remember that lady
at work who got under your skin for months? What about the rival in your department who made you
dread driving to the office every morning? How about that jerk next door who is constantly pushing
your buttons? And then there is the gal at the family event who offends you every time she opens her
mouth. As much as we try to avoid it, sooner or later we seem to encounter conflict with a neighbor, a
coworker, or a relative. We are so prone to conflict that we will engage
with a total stranger in another vehicle for a few minutes on the highway.
Why are you locking horns with them? I guarantee you that if I could
magically appear in the passenger seat next to you and ask that
question in the moment that your answer would always be the same:
“That guy _______!” (fill in the blank)
What have you been filling in the blank with lately? He cut me off! . . .
She is a liar! . . . My neighbor is always walking his dog over to poop on
my grass! . . . She is gunning for my job! . . . He keeps trying to change everything, and he is not the
boss! . . . He thinks he just owns the neighborhood! She is so full of it! Like the teens punching each
other at the lunch table, all of us point at the other person and insist on what a ‘blankety-blank’ that
other person is. It is all his fault.
If you find yourself embroiled in a conflict I am sure you can recognize these dynamics at play. Let
me share a little wisdom from James with you. This conflict you are locked in has nothing to do with
your rival. That guy who stresses you out, gets you riled, and causes you to erupt is not really the
problem here. The real issue here is not about them, it is inside of you. This seems so counterintuitive!
If we could take a step back and really understand what is going on here, we would see that this
frustrating other person is really a convenient stand- in. Yes, he is a mess. Yes, he too is engaged in
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The Anatomy of a Fistfight cont.

the fight. But he really is only serving to place a spotlight on the tangled clutter that is churning inside of you. This is not about
him. This is about you.
I recently experienced a conflict with a guy who was really angry with me and unwilling to resolve the conflict. He seemed
hostile, petulant, and eager to tangle. I’m usually pretty good at deescalating conflict, but this little quarrel seemed to flare up
every time I attempted to extinguish it. I will admit that I lost a little sleep wrestling with this mess. In the end I got some clarity
that helped me find resolution. The clarity arrived in stages, and it basically looked like this:
This is not about him.
This is not between you and him.
This is inside of you. (And inside of him)
Here’s the kicker. I am not responsible for managing what is inside of him. I have my hands pretty full trying to wrangle
what is inside of me! Even if I wanted to, I am not able to try to manage his internal mess. I don’t have permission. I don’t
have the authority. And then it dawned on me. I heard Jesus say something completely ridiculous and utterly true.
“This is not between you and him. This is between you and Me.”
That simple fact became the path to resolution. It was the open door that I needed to focus on all of the messy stuff boiling
within me. It gave me permission to extend that guy kindness above and beyond what was expected. It helped me overcome
my need to win. It helped me kill my desire to see him lose. I cannot say that the story ended with me embracing the guy.
Actually, I’m not really sure where he landed in all of this. But I did find a path that restored my peace and opened a door for
me to extend kindness to him.
I would like to think that somehow I should be able to live life without ever encountering conflict. Like a teen in residential
care, I find myself wishing for a magic wand that would erase all of the potential eruptions in my life. But I have a feeling that
as long as I am interacting with people, I am going to occasionally find myself embroiled in a skirmish.
God, help me learn how to recognize and manage all of my internal chaos in a way that creates a path to resolution!

