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The End of Shame 
Acts 10:34-43; II Corinthians 5:16, 17 

 
 April Fools’ Day is an odd theological juxtaposition with Easter, is it 
not?  I don’t know if you’ve been pranked today, but on the surface, it just 

doesn’t feel quite right.  The levity and shenanigans taking up the same 
spiritual space as the celebration of the great existential revelation of our 

faith; as the Brits might say, “There’s a scent of sacrilege about this!”  
Perhaps there is.  Cynics and atheists, however, might think it duly 

appropriate: in their view, both holidays involve gullible people falling for 
some clever misdirection.  I, on the other hand, would disagree and counter 
it with the observation that many armchair skeptics are quite fine with 

buying into the world of Zombies, where all this tomfoolery and rising from 
the dead makes perfect sense.  So, who then are the gullible ones?    

However, as I went below the surface and delved into the history 
behind April Fools’ Day, I came to recognize a striking relationship between 
these two.  Namely, the message of Easter is a remarkable response and 

remedy to the underlying intent of April Fools, which is to shame the 
innocent.  For example, in 18th century Britain, April Fools was a two-day 

event, where Day One was “hunting the gowk” (“gowk” referred to the 
cuckoo bird—the symbol for fool or simpleton) in which targeted people 

were sent on phony errands; followed by Day Two, called “Tailie Day”, 
where these same people were cruelly mocked and ridiculed with signs or 
fake tails posted on their derrieres.  At its core, April Fools’ Day was mean-

spirited merriment to bully and demean “weaker” people in society.  
Granted, nowadays anyone could be a target and the spirit is usually less 

malicious and sinister, yet I think the semblance of it still exists in making 
fun of unsuspecting victims. 
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Why is it so easy to pick on weaker people?  You could broaden that to 
note that in most societies, marginalized people, minorities of any type, and 

perceived rivals or adversaries of the majority typically are stereotyped and 
mocked or are targets of someone’s scorn and ridicule and even 

vindictiveness, as we’ve recently seen with an alarming rise in hate crimes 
and nastiness in our public discourse.  Why is that?  Why are people so 

mean-spirited?  
There are many reasons.  Those who address bullying in schools and 

workplaces will tell us that victims are targeted mainly because they are 

outliers—different in some way from majority norms or at least of those 
who harass them.  “Different” can refer to any number of descriptors, based 

on race, religion, culture, language, ethnicity, emotional, intellectual or 
physical development, education level, sexual identity or orientation, 
economic or social location, to name a few.  When this gets combined with 

an offender possessing a sense of insecurity or inferiority or unresolved 
rage, or when they believe they’re doing the bidding of some higher 

authority, the result is often explosive and harmful.  Bullies will claim 
they’re just having fun, but that’s not how it comes across to a victim.  

Bullies become bullies to make a statement about themselves or to direct 
their anger toward those they target.  Since victims are usually those who 
are outliers from the norm, bullies seek social approval and admiration for 

their attacks upon the innocent. 
 Though acts of bullying are not something most of us would 

participate in, its close cousin very well may be, i.e., the act of shaming 
others.  Shaming is deeply ingrained in the human psyche and in 

civilization for both justified and malicious reasons.  It’s even imbedded in 
the Garden of Eden story and the fall from paradise.  Unlike bullying, 
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shaming can seem warranted, if not appropriate, in many instances, with 
little thought about how serious its effects might be.  Parents often scold 

children to shame them for wrongdoing or to motivate them to behave 
better.  It may work as a short-term corrective, but chronic scolding can be 

counterproductive.  Certainly, organized religion (particularly Christianity) 
has its history of shaming down through the ages, with the caricature 

preacher pounding a pulpit, admonishing his flock to obey the Lord.  Or 
we’ll watch 60 Minutes to find out which politician or corporate leader 
they’ll call out for public shame.  To shame people is to hold them into 

account with a measure of public humiliation so they may feel guilt and 
remorse for something they’ve done wrong—something that isn’t socially, 

legally, or morally right or acceptable.  We view appropriate shame as a 
public good.   

At the same time, there is a worrisome downside.  Though the desired 

intent of shaming someone may be to provoke correction, it often can 
deliver the opposite effect if it’s done relentlessly or maliciously.  This is 

especially true when it combines with deeply-ingrained tribal, prideful, or 
groupthink tendencies in people, where shame serves to magnify existing 

bigotry and prejudice against others.  All we have to do is think about 
bigoted stereotypes that exist of certain types (maybe we’ve been the target 
of it or engaged in it ourselves).  The underlying dislike, distrust, fear, 

ridicule, or animosity directed toward others who are different are likely 
not as much related to the actual differences cited (e.g., color of skin, 

ethnicity, language, or any other notable distinction), but due to the shame 
that has been associated with them.   

Some of the nastiest white racists I’ve heard will claim they’re not 
prejudiced—“Hey, I’ve got black/Hispanic/Arab friends”—yet, they’re still 
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spewing racist jokes, demeaning comments, and perpetuating negative 
stereotypes that shame people of color (“they’re all terrorist/criminals”, 

“they’re druggies”, “they’re lazy”, “they’re parasites on society”, “they’re 
taking away our jobs”, “you can’t trust these people”, “they’re violent”, 

etc.)—all the shame-filled stereotypes people burn into their brains and 
believe, perpetuated and reinforced in their worst form by extremist media 

and organizations.  It’s the shaming of distinctions between people (be it 
race, language, culture, sexual orientation, political identity, lifestyle, 
religion) that fuels the bigotry, not the differences themselves.  That’s a 

critical point to recognize, because one of the ways to counter prejudice in 
people is to find ways to challenge or remove the constant reinforcement 

and social validation of bigoted caricatures and social shame that has been 
associated with any natural human distinction.  You can’t necessarily 
change what people feel, but you can mitigate what reinforces their distrust 

and fear—the very things on which they feed their hatred.  Hate speech 
should not be protected as free speech in society, especially when it’s 

deliberately designed to shame, target, and incite harm to others.  There 
has to be a social responsibility and accountability for any freedom we have.  

We shouldn’t tolerate the freedom to incite hatred or to harm others. 
What’s intriguing to me is how much of this is beginning to change, as 

Americans are exposed to greater diversity in society, in schools, in families 

and households, and in the workplace and positive images are being 
associated with human differences, rather than fear or alarm.  It’s amazing 

and heartening to see an entire younger generation grow up with social 
media and cultural diversity and not allow many of the social and tribal 

prejudices that have plagued previous generations to take root in them.  
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They offer the promise that we could someday arrive at a point where there 
is the end to shame.   

 Now, you might ask, what does this have to do with Easter?  It lies at 
the very heart of the resurrection message.  It does it in two ways.  First, the 

direct implications of the gospel are that no longer will shame define 
human nature or identity.  In Christ, all people are brought together under 

the same tent, i.e., the love, mercy, and grace of God.   
Mind you, this was the ancient hope of Israel in Judaism—that 

someday all peoples of the world will be brought into right relationship with 

God the Creator and with one another. It wasn’t new with Jesus.  Prophets 
envisioned such a day prior to him.  In the Christian proclamation, though, 

right relationships mean no longer will there be a defining distinction that 
determines status or value between Jews and non-Jews, or between races 
and ethnicities, or between genders, identities, or classes.  As the Apostle 

Paul put it: “In Christ there is no Jew or Greek, slave or citizen, male or 
female.  All are one in Christ Jesus.”  We are human beings made in the 

image of God. 
This ancient promise is further illustrated in our text today, where 

Jewish and Gentile households are brought together out of love for God and 
for each other.  I won’t take the time to highlight or interpret all the 
elements to this remarkable story in Acts 10, but I will emphasize the great 

“A-ha!” insight proclaimed by Peter: 
I begin to see how true it is that God shows no partiality—rather, that any person 
of any nationality who fears God and does what is right is acceptable to God.  This 
is the message God has sent to the people of Israel, the Good News of peace 
proclaimed through Jesus Christ, who is Savior of all.  
 

That was a monumental declaration that often is missed when people speak 

about the good news of Jesus: namely, tribalism in all its forms and vestiges 
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and assumptions (racial superiority, cultural dominance, religious 
supremacy, social hierarchies, etc.) no longer serves as the guiding interest 

or goal for humanity.  To foster, perpetuate, or act upon any of this is, in 
effect, to counter the explicit intentions of God who, through Jesus’s word, 

mission, and life, is dismissing the paramount value of tribal identities and 
bringing humanity together as one. 

 Why is that? Because of the story of Easter itself.  The resurrection 
proclaims a new reality, which is, that we are not destined to remain in this 
mortal state but will rise to our nature as spiritual beings.  Paul expounds 

on this in I Corinthians 15.  The first evidence was in the resurrection of 
Jesus, as mysterious and mythical as that seems to us now.  Think about its 

meaning.  Where does the basis for tribalism and prejudice come from?  It 
comes from our mortal nature.  Race is a fact of our human nature—
humanity exists as a mix of various races and ethnicities.  Cultures, 

geographical locations, and territorial instincts as well are all rooted in our 
human existence as mortal beings.  We base our identities on where and 

among whom we live.  That’s only a reality within our physical world.   
Or take bodily-based needs for food, shelter, sex, and safety—these 

needs and desires are where greed, lust, envy, gluttony, selfishness are 
derived—ambitions that drive us to stress ourselves and compete endlessly, 
to be aggressive and violent, even to destroy entire nations, communities, 

and everyday relationships in order to survive and live in superior fashion 
relative to others.  Virtually everything that we associate with evil on this 

earth is rooted in our mortal human existence.  We create and experience 
most of our misery for very mortal, not moral, reasons.  However, if we 

recognized we were immortal in our essence, that even the fear of death no 
longer holds sway over us, how differently and how well we would act and 
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be.  If we can find a way to let go of fearing death and desperately holding 
onto our life and tribal identities and territory as if we’re only human 

beasts, we will discover how to live as freely and well as angels. 
 The Apostle Paul put it this way in light of the resurrection’s promise: 

And so from now on, we don’t look on anyone in terms of mere human judgment.  
Even if we did once regard Christ in these terms, that is not how we know Christ 
now.  And for anyone who is in Christ, there is a new creation.  The old order has 
passed away; now everything is new! 
 

That’s what Peter was discovering—there is a new creation—a nontribal 
one.  The distinctions between Jews and Gentiles which gave rise to so 

much prejudice and hostility, so many forms of separation and shaming of 
one another—all of that was ending.  Why?  Because we are no longer just 
mortal beings; we discover we are spiritual beings.  Spiritual beings need 

not live with the existential fears and territorial rivalries of mortal beings.  
To paraphrase Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, the French Jesuit existential 

philosopher: we are not human beings on a spiritual journey. We 
are spiritual beings on a human journey.  This is a key purpose and goal of 

our faith—to recognize that we are, essentially, not mortal, but spiritual 
beings, who are on a temporary human journey.  Imagine how much that 
would change our perspective on one another and what we prioritize and 

value in life. 
 As I imagine it, in our resurrected state into immortality, we won’t be 

identified by race, religion, language, even gender.  Those are mortal, tribal 
attributes.  They reflect the realities, differences, and identities we claim as 
earth-bound beings.  Rather, in our resurrected state, we will know each 

other by our spiritual characteristics—the spiritual gifts we express in our 
better nature: one will express a spirit of grace, another known for a spirit 

of mercy, another for a spirit of compassion or a spirit of gentleness, or of 
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peacemaking, or of leadership, or kindness, or justice, or service, or any 
number of spiritual qualities that we currently possess that inspire and 

fulfill us, but often are limited in expression by our earth-bound fears and 
insecurities.   

 The beauty of such a resurrected state is that there will most certainly 
be an end to shame, for we will live in grace and view each other as God 

knows us—as a reflection of the image of God in fullness, much like the full 
moon last night reflects the beauty of the new day’s sun.   

If this is the hope and vision we live into in our present life, if this is 

what we foster in our minds and cultivate in our hearts (and in those 
around us), aiming for right and just relationships as spiritual beings 

merely on a human journey, then we will experience a glimpse of heaven on 
earth for the remaining years of our human life.   

When we think about life in this way, would it not be foolhardy to sell 

our immortal souls for something far, far less? 
      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      1 April 2018 

  


