
IN THE WORDS OF HUMORIST 
ERMA BOMBECK, “GUILT IS THE GIFT

THAT KEEPS ON GIVING.” And although
guilt is often viewed as a primary 

pre-occupation for people of faith—
with jokes about Catholic, Baptist, 

and Jewish guilt abounding—guilt is
really a universal human experience 

that can be quite complicated. 

We tend to have a conflicted relationship
with guilt. On the one hand, it is often
seen as the enemy, that infernal feeling

that complicates our lives and
relationships, steals our peace, 

and keeps us up at night.

that shows us new ways of being and illuminates
our path to freedom. The truth is, sometimes we
need to feel guilty for the things we have done
wrong, but if our guilt causes us to remain stuck,
then that isn’t God’s will for us. When we have
done something that hurts others or makes us feel
ashamed of ourselves, we needn’t stay trapped in
a prison of our own design. Rather, we can let the
loving correction of the Holy Spirit enkindle in us
the fire that will bring light, warmth, and comfort
in even the blackest night.

This is Your Brain on Guilt
In his book, Broken Gods: Hope, Healing, and the
Seven Longings of the Human Heart, Dr. Gregory
Popcak observes that our brains lock down and are
unable to either solve problems or learn from our
mistakes when “under the influence” of neurotic
guilt. He notes that brain science shows that when
we practice a spirit of Curiosity, Openness,
Acceptance, and Love (COAL) toward ourselves—
even in the face of our greatest failings—we are
best able to free our minds to cooperate with
God’s grace and make real change.

Curiosity refers to our willingness to take a non-
judgmental stance toward ourselves. That doesn’t
mean shirking our responsibility, but rather being
willing to ask ourselves, “What is the intention or
need this sinful behavior is attempting to
address?” When we do this we can begin to brain-
storm new, godly ways to meet the need driving
out sinful or destructive behavior.

Openness makes transformation possible. While
curiosity allows us to ask questions about our
motivations, openness allows us to receive the
answers with an open heart. Often, when we try
to consider our motivations, memories or insights
come forward and we bat them out of the way
thinking, “That’s ridiculous! That couldn’t have
anything to do with this!” Being unwilling to con-
sider the possibility that God is revealing some-
thing to us is simply foolish. Before we reject a
memory or insight, we should at least take it to
prayer. Our minds are not random. They are order-
ly. If we are prompted to recall a thought, insight
or memory while we are prayerfully reflecting on
some struggle, then it can be helpful to pray fur-
ther about those connections even if we ultimately
reject them as irrelevant. Openness does not
require us to accept, as gospel, every silly thought
that pops into our heads, but it requires us to
admit that there might be more to our initial
thoughts than meets the eye. Our prayerful open-
ness gives God the chance to develop the pictures
that begin to emerge under the light of His grace.

Acceptance facilitates spiritual transformation.
Although acceptance is the opposite of self-criti-
cism, it is not the same thing as approval of our
transgressions. Acceptance is the quality that
allows us to trust that God’s grace is sufficient (2
Cor. 12:9) and rest in Him when we find our
efforts are not up to the task at hand. Yes, we have
to make what changes we can in our lives, but
acceptance allows us to be patient in our change
without beating ourselves up for not being perfect
just yet.

Love means that we are committed to working for
someone else’s good. To love ourselves is to be
similarly committed to working for our own good.
When we love ourselves, we are committed to
changing and growing in a spirit of kindness, gen-
tleness, and respect.

“It’s better to light one candle 
than to curse the darkness.”
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“Repentant tears wash out
the stain of guilt.”

St. Augustine
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On the other hand, we often wonder if society as a
whole has lost a proper sense of guilt. A new study
found that, when asked for one word to describe
the recent generation of college graduates, corpo-
rate executives identified the word, “entitled.” Of
course, people of any age can sometimes act as if 
it is their God-given right to be as demanding as
they want with no regard for the feelings of the
people they are imposing upon. They annoy us
with impunity and react with outrage if we dare 
to suggest that they have done anything wrong.

The truth is, our relationship with guilt is compli-
cated because guilt is complicated. Psychologists
note that guilt can be our undoing just as it can
be the catalyst for healing. It all depends on how
we think of it and respond to it. 

Two Kinds of Guilt
There are really two kinds of guilt. Neurotic guilt is
the negative emotion that causes us to feel stuck
in our shame, to wallow in wrongdoing and rumi-
nate endlessly about the mess we’ve made. By
contrast, godly guilt is often a hopeful emotion. It
helps us identify an emotional or moral injury and
take proactive steps to heal it.

Consider the example of Bethany, a 40-year-old
mother of four, who told her best friend, Marta: 
“I couldn’t believe I completely forgot my mom’s
birthday. I felt so awful. It had been a terrible
week. All the kids got a stomach bug at the same
time and I had a make-it-or-break-it project due at
work. I knew her birthday was coming and I even
picked out a gift, but then ‘the week that was’
happened and it just completely slipped my mind.
Of course, I called as soon as I remembered. I real-
ly appreciated how understanding Mom was. I
was able to work out a plan to take her to dinner
at her favorite restaurant later that week and I
managed to pick up the gift in time as well. I felt
bad about missing the actual day, but it was really
nice to get some special mother-daughter time.”

Bethany’s experience of guilt was actually quite
positive because it reminded her of the importance

of showing her mother how special she was, even
though she had inadvertently neglected her actual
birthday. Bethany’s experience of godly guilt pro-
pelled her to make a plan and take positive steps
to fix the problem. In fact, she did such a good
job that she was able to take a failure and turn it
into a success.

Neurotic guilt is a different story. Jeanne endured
an experience similar to Bethany’s in that she for-
got the birthday of her friend Maria, but the way
she handled it was far different. As she told some-
one at work, “I had every intention of doing some-
thing special for Maria, but then the kids got sick
and I had a work thing come up and my schedule
just fell apart. It totally slipped my mind. When I
realized a day later I was so embarrassed. She’s
always been so sweet to me. Like that time she
made meals for me and my family for a week
when I was recovering from gall bladder surgery. 
I know I can always count on her. I can’t believe
how badly I blew this. The worst thing is that I
can’t even bring myself to call her. She left a mes-
sage the other day and I didn’t pick up. I just felt
so ashamed. The longer I avoid her the worse it
gets, but I just don’t know what to say at this
point.” 

Jeanne’s experience of neurotic guilt paralyzed her.
Rather than being able to take responsibility for
her lapse and take steps to correct it, she took an
unfortunate situation and made it even worse.
Neurotic guilt is like that. It makes us confuse 
feeling bad about what we’ve done for actual
remorse, and causes us to hesitate when corrective
action is called for. 

Consolations & Desolations
St. Ignatius of Loyola taught those under his spiri-
tual direction to discern the difference between
what he called “consolations” and “desolations.”
He explained that “consolations” are “movements
of the Holy Spirit” which we experience as
thoughts, feelings, or impulses that inspire us to
draw closer to God or be more like the person He
wants us to be. 

By contrast, “desolations” are thoughts, feelings,
or impulses that pull us away from God or make
us behave in a manner that draws us away from
the person God wants us to be. 

Although it can seem strange to think that guilt
could be a consolation, godly guilt always is. While
neither kind of guilt feels good, the godly kind is a
consolation in that it makes us take steps to right a
wrong, make amends, and experience the healing
that comes from our efforts. In this sense, godly
guilt is actually an experience of hope. We commit
some error, but then feel a loving correction of the
Holy Spirit that reminds us of who we are meant
to be and helps us identify the steps we can take
to resolve the problem we’ve caused. Finally, it
helps us learn from our error so that we can avoid
it in the future.

Using St. Ignatius’s model, it’s easy to see that
neurotic guilt is definitely a desolation. It causes us
to feel stuck and powerless in the face of our mis-
takes and sins. It tells us that there is nothing we
can do to fix things anyway so why bother trying.
It locks us in a prison of remorse with no chance of
parole and no opportunity of reconciling ourselves
with the people we may have hurt.

Neurotic guilt causes us to curse the darkness,
while godly guilt enables us to light the candle

COAL Mining
Dr. Gregory Popcak’s suggestions for moving
past guilt can be summed up in four letters:
COAL

Curiosity: ask yourself, “What need is my
behavior attempting to address?”

Openness: consider what God is trying to
reveal to you.

Acceptance: trust that God’s grace will help
you move forward.

Love: work for your own good so you can
change and grow.
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