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Chad, Joe, & the Beautiful
“When I was a younger, before my family broke up, I got
abused a lot.” Chad explained. “My dad is a Satanist, but I am a
Christian.”
Chad (name changed to protect privacy) went on to explain
how his punishment for refusal to participate in the occult was
violent and repetitive. The systematic abuse was eventually discovered and became grounds for the termination of his parent’s
rights. Chad’s family was dissolved in short order. His siblings
were scattered to the four winds, and he found himself forced to
live with a foster family; a stranger in his new home.
As we visited, Chad expressed his primary concern about his
biological family. He worried about his siblings– they too had been
forced to participate in the ugly occult practices. He worried about
his mother. He even expressed concern for his father, who had
been sentenced to years of prison for his crimes. Chad was confused as to why things had turned out so bad for him even though
he had ‘done the right thing.’ As I sat and prayed with this young
man, I was reminded of a specific passage in Genesis.
At the end of our prayer, I turned to Chad and asked him if he
was familiar with Joseph, a character in the book of Genesis. I
briefly explained the story, how Joseph had been abused and
almost killed by his own brothers, how they has sold him as a

slave, and how he became a stranger in his own home, a household slave in a far-away land. We talked about Joseph’s imprisonment, and his unlikely rise to control the nation of Egypt. I
shared with him the passage in Genesis that depicts the reunion
of Joseph and his brothers many years later. In the fiftieth chapter Joseph makes an incredible statement. “You intended to
harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is
now being done, the saving of many lives.” As I shared this passage with Chad, we marveled at the idea. God’s plan was not to
move on and forget the abuse, or just get over it, or somehow
forgive the abuse. God actually took the cruel act of assaulting
and enslaving a sibling and made that event into a blessing! It
was that ugly act that became the lifesaving fulcrum point for the
entire family, as well as the rest of the region!
Those of us who hold onto faith have come to recognize this
theme of redemption woven throughout scripture. Paul alludes
to the idea in Romans chapter eight. ‘And we know that in all
things God works for the good of those who love him, who have
been called according to his purpose.’ This theme of redemption
rises above mere rescue. It is impossible for us to dream how
this might be accomplished, but God uses even the ugly
chapters of our lives to weave something beautiful in our story.
Continued on page 3 . . .
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In residential treatment there are multiple different forms of ‘medication.’ Of course, there is the
often necessary psychotropic meds that are of help to students who are having severe psychiatric
struggles. But the ‘medicating’ often goes beyond this. In alternative ways, the staff medicate the
students, and the students medicate themselves. In such a high-pressure environment, it's normal
for students to watch hours of television or spend long periods of time in front of a video game. It's
normal for a student to be on a laptop or ask to see your phone so they can watch YouTube videos
or scroll through a social media app. There are certainly more intense and counter-intuitive versions
of this "medicating" such as self-harm, sexually maladaptive behaviors, or fighting. Like anyone
else, the last thing that most staff and students want to do is allow their pain or problems to surface.
So these digital activities and erratic behaviors serve as a medication, covering up difficult emotions
or events.
I was playing catch with a young man recently who
was sharing with me some physical discomfort he'd
been having from what he was guessing was a
change in his medications. I asked him about what
meds he was taking. He quickly responded, "I've
stopped paying attention. They change a lot. I don't
like knowing why or how it's going to feel. So I don't
pay attention anymore." Having known this student for
a little over a year now, I could see that he was not
only numb to his medical regimen, but to life in general.
I can't blame him. His experience is a yearly revolving drama of being in and out of foster care,
having issues with staff, wondering if his dad might show up for an off-campus pass, or when his
mom might be released from prison. Like many other students that bounce through a handful (or
more) of residential facilities throughout their teen years, he is accustomed to the chaos. This young
man was checked out. Instead of paying attention to treatment goals, or seeking to understand the
reasons behind their treatment, many kids become numb. They arrange their surroundings to
protect themselves from painful memories, conversations, or treatment steps. Reality is just too
harsh to deal with. It's easier to check out and utilize behaviors that will cover it all up.
For some reason, this young man's statement stuck in my mind. I've stopped paying attention.
The more I've thought about it the more I've become determined that residential treatment is not
unlike life anywhere else in the western world. If anything, it is a mirror, showing us that the most
vulnerable in our society reap the consequences of our dysfunctional ‘normal’ ways of life. Their
numbing practices do not begin in places like residential treatment, but are enacted and
encouraged in all of modern society.
This is evident when you look at ‘normal’ daily life in our culture. For many of us, life is one long
exercise in self-medication. And like this young man, we are often so numb to reality that we don't
even know what our ‘meds’ are, so to speak. We are out of touch, not paying attention to the ways
that we hide from painful experiences, memories, or growth and become stalled in the journey of
our lives. Distraction is promoted by advertisers and cultural influencers. Buy more, consume more,
look the part, dress for success, and many other messages are ones that we receive and embrace
(though maybe not consciously). Social media, the latest Netflix series, and the avalanche of
information that we feel obligated to keep up with all numb us from what's going on in the here-andnow of our lives. We are being medicated by a consumer culture and we medicate ourselves by our
participation.
Continued on page 4 . . .
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We who suffer have simple aspirations; to ‘get over it’ and ‘move on.’ We struggle mightily with the necessary weight of
attempted forgiveness. Our shortsighted recovery plans hope for little more than the oft-repeated lie promises, ‘time heals all
wounds.’ But in His limitless wisdom, the Creator understands that redemption, true redemption, hinges itself on the very
traumatic event as the fulcrum of healing. In the perplexing economy of heaven, the Father insists that the actual traumatic
incident itself become the catalyst for rescue and blessing. This was true of Joseph; it was his abuse and abandonment that
was the cause for the storing up of seven years of Egypt’s surplus. The result was the survival of the nation, as well as many
others in the Near East who journeyed to beg sustenance from Egypt over seven brutal years of famine. In a stroke of perfect
harmony, Joseph’s brothers, the very abusers from his story, were among those who sojourned to Egypt in search of rescue.
In the Kingdom of God, the trauma is not merely scabbed over; the curse is transformed into a blessing. And in this baffling Kingdom economy, time does not heal all wounds, but it does bring those wounds to a new light. In this clearer light we
come to see that a once overwhelming trauma is actually a small thing in contrast to the now bountiful blessings that were
ushered in by the pain. These new perspectives are reflected in statements like this one: ‘I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.’ (Paul, Romans 18) It seems that Joseph’s forgiveness
of his brothers was thorough and sincere. What’s more, that forgiveness was to him perfectly logical. Yes you stripped me
naked and threw me into a pit. Yes you sold me to total strangers and sentenced me to years of slavery and imprisonment.
But look at where we have come, and see what a great blessing was brought about by such small discomforts!
Anyone who has carefully read the gospels knows this principle to be true. When, in the garden of Gethsemane, the Son
begged the Father for relief, He sweat drops of blood. He cried out with tears and passion for an alternative to the brutalities
of the cross. “If there is some other way, let this cup pass from me. . .” The Father’s response was a deeply painful ‘no.’ It
reflects a simple truth that is woven into the gospel. Somehow this brutal trauma will itself become the action, the moment,
that opens the floodgates of redemption for all humanity. This curse will become the greatest blessing of all.
The problem with this principle lies in its specific application. We who have suffered trauma cannot for a moment imagine
how that trauma itself might be transformed into rescue. We lack the creative power to see clearly how such an impossible
evolution might occur. In fact, it seems that in each instance, the transformation of curse into blessing requires no less than a
specific miracle. This presents quite a challenge for us. At the same time, this invites the presence and participation of the
Creator who continues to move in creative, redemptive ways even today. It takes a great leap of faith for me to imagine that
the specific ashes of my life might be transformed into something beautiful, yet this is exactly what we are promised (see
Isaiah 61). What’s more, in a move of scandalous generosity, the victim and the abusers are frequently redeemed in the end.
Often, the blessing cannot be contained, and spills out into the lives of casual observers as well. Such an astounding reversal
is difficult for you and I to imagine in our own stories.
And so, dear reader, we come to the real crux of this issue. We may ramble ad nauseam about the theoretical theological
implications of redemption in the gospel. We may even reflect on Chad’s sufferings, and marvel at how God is working in his
life. But what of your pain? What about the specific losses, the particular eviscerations you have suffered? Have you the faith
to believe that God can transform your agony into something beautiful? So many of us cling desperately to our suffering and
apply all kinds of powerless poultices to them. Repeatedly we tell ourselves, ‘Forgive and forget...time heals all wounds...the
best revenge is a life well lived...move on.’ Such remedies are a far cry from the redemption offered in the Gospel.
What would it look like to surrender your sufferings, to run to Jesus in one holy moment and entrust Him with your trauma? Jesus, I believe that you can do more with this pain than I can. Perhaps you can even transform this curse into a blessing, though I do not now see how. I have been carrying it carefully all this time, but I want to give it to You, make of it what
You will, not my will but Yours...
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The real trouble with all this is that as long as we are self-medicating, we are unable to be aware of the ever-present Christ
who longs to enter into our darkness and pain to bring us actual healing. I've noticed that in my own life, I tend to navigate from
one distraction to the next. Many days I wake up, check my email, make breakfast, race out the door, listen to the radio or a
podcast on the way to work, get home and watch a television show, look for something to do,
and keep myself distracted and busy (medicated) until my head hits the pillow. I know that painful things have happened and that
my soul needs to rest in the presence of God, but I rush past such prospects toward some sort of quick fix and cheap comfort.
This all begs the question... "Why do we so desperately need to be distracted!?"
The spiritual teacher Thomas Keating says it's because we feel like failures, unlovable, and unwanted due to our ‘emotional
programs for happiness.’ This is a deep concept in Keating’s work, but essentially he means that all of us are (out of our own
sinful inclinations) doing things to gain affection, security, or control. When we feel like we can't successfully attain these things,
our emotional programs for happiness are frustrated and we must self-medicate the pain.
Part of the hope promised to us in the Gospel is that we can set aside our self-medicating tendencies and receive from Christ
the affection and security that flow from His Kingdom. It means that we no longer need to go about life looking to control things.
We can surrender our control to God, as well as our need for love and security. This is not a one-time thing that happens as a
person says the sinner's prayer. There is an ongoing need for us to ‘practice the presence of God’ or to stop the constant intake
of information in order to sit alone in God's presence, allowing the pain and the difficulty of our frustrated desires to rise to the
surface. In fact, we must find solitude with God in order to even begin noticing the ways that we are self-medicating, as well as
the ways that we are trying to control our own lives. Henri Nouwen writes,
“We enter into solitude first of all to meet our Lord and to be with Him and Him alone. Only in the context of grace can we face
our sin; only in the place of healing do we dare to show our wounds; only with a single-minded attention to Christ can we give up
our clinging fears and face our own true nature. Solitude is a place where Christ remodels us in his own image and frees us from
the victimizing compulsions of the world.”
When we allow our sins, our insecurities, and the darkest parts of us to surface in the presence of God, He is able to heal us
and thus take away the need for our constant self-medication. I am writing this as though it is simple but it is not so easy. It is
something that I am still constantly coming to terms with and learning to do. But as I venture into God's presence, I begin to see
who I really am and how much I deeply need Christ's healing over my own attempts to self-medicate.

