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Passionately communicating the love of God to hurting kids in a gentle way

Beneath The Surface

a hair trigger that causes their system to light up like this.
The staff at Piney Ridge utilize a simple chart as an
By Jon Wells
effective tool to help kids express what is going on inside
them. I cannot count the number of times I have heard a
Piney Ridge Treatment Center is one of the facilities
where our chaplains serve kids and staff each week. The staff member ask a resident, “what is your color?” Their
folks at Piney Ridge have developed a simple system for responses vary.
“I’m feeling red,
helping kids learn to self-regulate their own emotions.
In the interest of privacy,
definitely red.”
They familiarize each child with a chart that illustrates
names in the following
“A little pink.”
various internal states and assigns them colors. This
articles have been
“I was green but then
chart is built around the concept of ‘fight or flight.’ If
changed. Names that you
[Leshaun] started talking
you are upset and feeling like lashing out at others, you
read in [brackets] have
about my mom, now I’m
are feeling ‘red.’ If you are upset and want to run away
been randomly selected
getting blue.”
or self-harm, you are feeling ‘blue.’ If you calm and
This
tool
allows
staff
to
relaxed, you are feeling ‘green.’
and do not reflect the
Kids who are ‘red’ or ‘blue’ are in a difficult place. The help kids begin to
identity of the children or
clinical term for this state is limbic system overload. They understand that there is a
the staff we serve.
lot going on beneath the
are experiencing more than just emotional agitation.
surface.
Their heart rate and respiration intensifies, their bodies
It is easy to observe lots of external data around these
fill with adrenaline, their senses sharpen, their capillaries
kids.
[Celeste] is avoiding people, sitting on the floor in the
contract and direct blood flow to the muscles and the
corner. . . [Maurice] is sitting on the couch silently. . .
major organs, and most of their frontal cortex shuts
[Gerry] is pacing the room, ignoring everyone. . .
down. They find themselves in a kind of survival mode.
Continued on page 2
Individuals who experience abuse or violence often have
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[Charity] is sitting on a chair, banging her head against
the wall. [Brandon] just punched a hole in a door.
Every person in the room is presenting an external
behavior; acting out of the reality that is churning in
their internal world. Generally we are left guessing,
trying to interpret their actions and figure out why
they are acting that way.
Self Awareness
It seems odd to me that most of these kids do not
have the self-awareness to even recognize their
internal state in the moment. They know the activity,
they ignore the emotion. They are aware of the
external; but remain oblivious to the internal. A
simple question causes them to slow down and think.
What color am I? The first step in addressing the
messy stuff that is happening in their internal world is
a choice to be aware of it. King David voices this
perplexing dynamic in Psalm 139 when he invites God
to investigate his internal life.
“Search me, God, and know my heart; test me and
know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any
offensive way in me, and lead me in the way
everlasting.”
David is essentially admitting, “God, there is stuff
going on inside me that I do not see.” David’s prayer
at the end of this Psalm is a request for revelation.
Like these kids I encounter in residential, I often let
my internal world drive my external behavior without
ever taking the time to even recognize that I have an
internal world at all. Like David, there is stuff churning
beneath the surface in my life that I have not yet
clearly seen. And the first step in addressing whatever
lies beneath the surface is some level of simple
self-awareness.
Change
It is amazing to me how often we try to problem
solve by changing our external world. Doctors tell
obese people to change their diet. Staff tell angry kids

to stop yelling. Our advice is always a prescription for
outward change:
“Stop biting your nails.”
“You need to quit drinking.”
“Why do you keep going back to him? He is
abusive, you need to leave him.”
This advice is often accurate; we are good at
identifying outward changes that would improve our
situation. So often the behavioral fix is obvious, but
people engage in dysfunctional behavior for a deeper
reason. There is always something going on under
the surface driving their broken choices. How much
more helpful would it be to invite change into a
person’s internal world? I see this when I observe a
staff member helping a child through a difficult
situation at Piney Ridge. They will ask a child to
identify their color, and reflect on what is going on
inside them. One of the ground rules is that they do
not problem solve when the child is ‘red’ or ‘blue.’
They do not make decisions or even try to address
the problem until a child is back in a ‘green’ zone and
able to really begin to work on the issue.
That simple directive is a powerful tool for
marriage and parenting relationships. How would
your last week be different if you were attending to
your internal world? What if you refused to discipline
your child or discuss finances with your spouse
without self-regulating that internal chaos? Too
many times we try to discuss important issues while a
storm rages within; the result is generally disastrous.
What’s more, few of us even take the time to
recognize that anything is percolating in our interior
world at all. We live completely on the surface,
clueless about the dynamics that drive our behavior.
We do not recognize our rage, our shame, our
disappointment, our jealousy, or our self-hatred. We
do not take ownership of these things at all. And
somehow we expect to successfully navigate our
marriages, our friendships, and our workplaces.
Continued on page 4

Hurting But Still Helping

By Sean A. Wilson

In addition to serving as a chaplain with Days of Hope, Pastor Sean serves his congregation
and the community of Waynesville, Mo. The Waynesville area was hit hard by the recent
flood, and Sean has been called on to help coordinate relief efforts.
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In the past few weeks, our community has really been overwhelmed with the flood
damage we have encountered. Some people have lost their entire home, business, and
all of their personal memorabilia. As I work with people who are searching for their
possessions, I find that many have lost hope.
Several people have lamented, “I have lived here all my life. I have no where else to
go.”
What do you tell a person who has lost everything? Finding the right words to say
seems difficult. For some I just listened. For others I provided hope by explaining the
process.
I stood in the affected area and gazed at the previous location of one resident’s
home; the only thing that was left was the foundation. I also observed a house where
even the foundation had been removed. The entire community was hit by the flood
waters. Some homes were inundated but remained standing while others washed
away. The scene brought to mind a text in scripture and a question: How strong is your
house? Some of the residents
who had lost their homes were
still helping others. I remember
one gentleman who lost all of his
stuff, yet he was helping others
recover what they were able to.
I looked at this wonderful
community of people and realized
that many were standing strong
not just for themselves, but also
for others. They were hurting, but
they were still helping.
A strong house not only weathers the storm, but it also stands strong after the
storm is over. The strength of a home is always determined by the construction of its
foundation. The Bible says to believers that:
“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man
who built his house on the rock. 25 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds
blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the
rock. 26 And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like
a foolish man who built his house on the sand. 27 And the rain fell, and the floods came,
and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it”
Matthew 7:24-27
It is inevitable that storms will come, and we may be flooded. If we are rooted and
grounded in the Word of God we will stand and endure it all. The strength that carried
some folks through the storm is the same strength that leads them to help others in
the aftermath. They are demonstrating a simple truth. If you are ever in pain,
sometimes the best response is to help others through the process. “Whoever brings
blessing will be enriched, and one who waters will himself be watered.” Proverbs 11:25
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Blind Blame
Let’s take this sad story a step further. If I am blind to my own internal mess, and I insist on living only on the
surface in my daily interactions, I will tend to externalize my problems. I will blame my rage on others instead of
owning my own emotions. I say ‘she makes me so angry’ instead of confessing, ‘I am feeling so angry right now.’
People who live this way are always expecting others to fix their world; everything would be better if that other
person would just change. James directly addresses this dynamic in his letter to the church.
“What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? 2 You
desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. You do
not have because you do not ask God. 3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong
motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” James 4:1-3
This idea of owning and regulating my internal world is not just a line of psycho-babble. James directly
confronts believers in these verses, explaining to them that their outward sin flows out of their internal chaos.
This month I want to challenge you just as I have been challenged. The more I work with these kids, the more I
recognize how unskilled I am in this area. I need to grow up and begin to take ownership of what lies below the
surface. I need to develop the maturity to self-regulate before I try to engage in difficult situations. Like David, I
need to ask God for revelation about the thoughts and emotions that swirl around inside me. The gospel is more
than a list of external behavioral expectations. It is an invitation into complete restoration. I am asking God to
renovate more than just my behavior, I am inviting Him into everything that lies beneath the surface as well.

