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

A Beautiful Inversion
I have spent more than two decades working with and
among children and teenagers in residential psychiatric
settings. This has been an incredible learning experience
for me. Dealing with this population of kids is a constant
challenge. I have been put in strange and difficult
situations too numerous to count. Over the years, these
wounded kids have taught me a lot about interacting with
other people.
Relating to other people is the most impossible thing!
Whether your goal is a healthy marriage, getting along with
coworkers, sealing a business deal, trying to manage a
relationship with a stubborn relative, dealing with other
people in the church, going out on a date, or navigating a
sibling rivalry, there are so many examples of why
interacting with other people can become overwhelming.
You and I get put in social situations every day that
challenge us. How we respond often makes the difference
between intact relationships and total chaos. This month I
want to share with you some simple principles that I am
learning that have helped me to navigate difficult
confrontations with the children and teens that I deal with
every week.

All communication is reciprocal. As
infants, you and I learn how to connect with
other people by mirroring the interactions of our caregivers.
We learn how to smile in our mothers smile. We learn how
to frown in our mothers frown. The most simple, basic mode
of communication is mirroring. Research shows us that our
very brain structure is built around this ability to imitate
someone else’s emotions. There are even structures in our
brains that are called “mirror neurons” that create a network
to help us to accomplish this task. Because so much of our
communication is based on reciprocity, it is no wonder that
we are inherently drawn into identical responses. These
mirroring responses permeate every part of how we present
ourselves– our stance, our nonverbal communication, the
tone of our voice, our muscle tension, and more tend to flow
with reciprocity to the person we are connecting with. We
naturally ‘sync up’ with one another as we interact. If
somebody walks in the room angry and aggressive, cursing
at me, and directing anger towards me, I intuitively want to
respond in like kind. When I walk into a room smiling,
outgoing, engaging with people in obvious kindness, the
invitation is there for similar responses.
This reciprocity in communication is not a conscious,
intentional process. This is something that is simply woven
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Do you want to tell me about your vacation to Florida? I will tell
into our anatomy and our way of interacting with the world. We
you about my vacation to Hawaii! Do you want to tell me about the
can’t help ourselves! When somebody is yelling at me, I naturally
new Corolla you just bought? I’m going to show you pictures of my
want to escalate and clench my fists. One thing I have learned in
new Porsche. Do you want to share a story about embarrassing
dealing with kids that are distressed- if I can somehow accomplish
situation at a funeral you attended? Boy do I have the ultimate
an impossible, beautiful inversion, I can de-escalate the room
embarrassing funeral story for you! It seems that so often we are
quickly. It is so difficult to do. This requires an intentional
obsessed with ‘one-upping’ everyone else, trying to respond to the
approach, but when I respond with kindness and genuine care, it
things that they share with stories of our own that are superior in
totally snuffs out the anger in that interaction. When I am
some way. I always have to be funnier, or smarter, or richer than
compassionate to an angry person, the law of reciprocity is
you. I have to ‘one-up’ everything that you do.
working for me at that point. The angry person will feel the intrinsic
This dynamic is so pervasive that we often spend time in
need to respond to my kindness in a similar way. Solomon did not
conversations with others not really listening to what they’re saying.
have brain research and psychological data to explain this, but he
I am too busy trying to formulate a
understood this principle from practice and
good story of my own to throw back at
recorded it in the book of Proverbs.
you that I don’t really have time to hear
1 A gentle answer turns away wrath,
or care exactly what you’re trying to
but a harsh word stirs up anger. . .
share with me. This is a universal
18 A hot-tempered person stirs up conflict,
dynamic. Small children in school
but the one who is patient calms a quarrel.
yards spend time arguing over who’s
-Proverbs 15
dad has the faster pick-up truck. This
These youth can come at me with anger or
striving stretches all the way from
drama or overwhelming excitement on a
school yards to the highest halls of
Wall graffiti scribbled by a resident
regular basis. I have to be intentional about
power in the government. It seems
how I return all of that input. Every interaction
something is woven into human nature that leaves us desperate to
is a game of Red Rover, an invitation to come to their side. Am I
be king of the hill.
going to join them in the drama? Am I going to respond with tons
This ‘one- up’ dynamic was no different during biblical times.
of excitement and aggravation? Am I going to become defensive
Jesus directly addressed this issue, and then gave us instruction on
and upset? What happens when an angry, aggressive kid gets a
how to engage with others in a healthy way.
kind, loving response from me? You would be amazed how many
25 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers
times this puts out the fire of aggression.
of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise
Another dynamic at play in our relationships with other people
authority over them. 26 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to
has to do with the level of control and power that I hold in the
become great among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever
relationship. This is an issue at the heart of every interaction we
wants to be first must be your slave— 28 just as the Son of Man did
engage in. There are traditional relationships like student &
not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom
teacher or patient & doctor where the power and control is clearly
for many.”
-Matthew 20
defined. It seems obvious that the teachers, doctors, and law
I am learning that following Jesus’ instruction is a gateway
enforcement officers among us are in charge during the
towards real interaction. Jesus invites me to take an intentional step
interactions they have with us. But often times that balance of
of humility instead of asserting myself above others. This strategic
power is not quite so clear. This is another dynamic that is not
reversal is an inversion of my normal intuition, going ‘one-down’ in
consciously wrestled with, but vying for power and control during
relation to another person in an effort to connect with them. We see
interaction is an almost universal experience. We strive to
Jesus using this relational tool in his
dominate by ‘one-upping’ each other all the time.
Continued on back page

As I have shared with you in the past few months, our work
here at Days of Hope has been greatly affected by the COVID-19
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pandemic we are all enduring. All of the facilities we work with
were closed to outside visitors at one point or another this year.
One of our partner agencies actually shut down operations for
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months. Others remain closed to volunteers even now. As 2020
has progressed, we have been able to engage in different ways
at various locations as the circumstances allowed. We are
grateful for the open doors that have been available.
We recently received permission to begin working again on
campus at a local agency, and it has been so good to get to sit
down once again and work with the little ones there! Everything is different; we are not providing large group church
services for obvious reasons, but we have been doing Bible
distribution and working with smaller groups of youth in
individual units. Hand sanitizer and masks are commonplace.
But we are able to once again connect in person, on site.
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Our Board is excited about the addition of Logan Stark to

We are currently
scheduling speaking
engagements. If you
are interested in
inviting one of our
chaplains to come
and share with
your church, class,
or community group,
let us know!

our staff this summer. Logan has a real burden for the kids we
work with, and is itching to get to work! Unfortunately, we
have been waiting for things to open up fully so that he can
plug in and begin working with kids and staff directly. Please
be praying for a full return to ‘normal’ operations through the
fall and into the winter.
THANK YOU!!!! to all of our financial partners and congregations who continue to support Days of Hope through this
strange season. You make so much of what we do possible!
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interaction with the woman at the well in John chapter 4, asking her for help at the beginning of the conversation. He
chooses to do this again at the last supper, washing the disciples feet.
When I show up to a building where the kids are living, they are there to learn how to deal with life crippling
issues. It’s obvious by any metric that the one who has the power in this interaction is me. I am the adult, they are
the child. I am here to help them, they are here to receive help. I drove here, they don’t have a drivers license! By
any sane measurement, I am holding power and control in that relationship. But when I find a way to intentionally
surrender that power, I find that hurting kids open up to conversation.
It takes creative effort to find ways in which they are the expert and I am the novice. I intentionally talk about
video games or musical artists, topics in which I have no clue what I am talking about. I cannot tell you how many
times I have asked kids to teach me a card game they are playing, and then became the helpless loser of the same
game. I am more than willing to admit that I am the ‘grasshopper.’ I openly ask them for their help in some way. One
of the best ways I can do this is to admit to a child that ‘I just come and visit kids here, I don’t really know what it’s
like to live in residential.’ I often ask kids for their insights into the facilities where they live. So many of these youth
have spent years in multiple facilities across the state. They are more than willing to share their hard-learned
lessons with a ‘noob’ like me. But the topic we are discussing is not really the point. When I allow a child to be the
expert in the room, I surrender my need to be the king of the hill, and I become someone who is safe to interact with.
I would like to think that I am always this careful and intentional in all of the relationships in my life. Unfortunately,
I still respond without thinking on occasion. I have been known to be short with people, even downright grumpy! (ask
my wife :) But I am learning to be more aware and purposeful each moment as I interact with others.
Am I mirroring the ugly stuff that people are throwing at me?
Am I willing to return kindness for anger?
Am I mentally plotting ways to ‘one-up’ this person or am I really listening to them?
Am I willing to let them become the focus of this moment?
Do I have to be the ‘winner’ here?
It is amazing how simple shifts in these areas can completely change the outcome of a conversation and enrich
relationships.

