Do we have Emotional Leprosy?

Emotions are funny things.  I started to really wonder what they were a while ago.  In my Christian walk, it was hard for me to make sense of them sometimes.  An impression that I had gotten from the church is that emotions were not to be felt, nor were they to be expressed.

In my work as a counselor, I realized that I was not alone with this misconception.  It seemed that if one were a Christian, that they could live a very smooth life, free from tragedy, without mistakes, and that their mood would have not ups or downs.  This was attainable and what we should strive for.  On the other hand, there were those who seemed to have had more than their share of misery and pain and seemed to be stuck in it.  These people were accused of lacking faith and not really trusting God.  There might have been a small part of truth there; however, I was not fully convinced.

One day in spring, 4 years ago, I heard someone talk about emotions at a seminar.  She said that emotions were, "energy in motion."  I soon realized that emotions move us to do something.  So I began to look at certain emotions and what they might move use to do.  This is what I came up with.

PAIN moves us to take our hands off a hot burner.  When there is something painful in our lives, we immediately move to make ourselves not hurt anymore.  This emotion is for self-preserving.

ANGER moves us to take some sort of action about a real or perceived injustice.  It might be that someone is not getting a certain need or want met.

JOY moves us to share an experience with someone.  Joy is motivates us and gives us strength.

FEAR moves us to fight or flight.  There might be some unhealthy fear that does not move us at all and is paralyzing.  This type of fear is not a true emotion.

GUILT moves us to not make the same mistake twice.  Condemnation does not move us and is incapacitating.

COMPASSION moves us to help someone.  In Mark 1:41, Jesus is "moved with compassion" to heal a leper.

HUNGER and TIREDNESS move us to eat and sleep respectively.

EMBARRASSMENT moves us to cover up.

GRIEF moves us to cry it out and to move us to a place of letting go, so that something new can be born in our lives.  Jesus was moved with grief over Lazarus' death. (John 11:17-45)

CONVICTION moves us to repent.  Paul tells us in 2 Cor. 7:9-11 that "godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death."  He also says, "See what this godly sorrow has produced in you; what earnestness, what eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, what alarm, what longing, what concern, what readiness to see justice done."

These are just some of the emotions we can experience.  So, here I was maybe realizing for the first time in my life, what an emotion technically was.  I then asked God, "So . . . What do we do with them?"  I previously had looked at emotions as "good" or "bad."  I might have even called some, "satanic," at times.

God then prompted me to think of how leprosy, that is, the leprosy of today and how it affects the nervous system.  The leprosy in the Bible was actually a skin disease.  The leprosy of today affects the nervous system, numbing them and not allowing a person to feel pain, pleasure or any sensation.  People affected, live life, not being able to feel if they are holding on too tightly or not holding on enough.  They may not know when there have scrapes or bruises or pains are happening because of their lack of sensitivity to pain.

Researchers used to think that their extremities rotted off.  We now know that because of the poor living conditions, that rats come in at night while they are asleep and eat their toes and fingers, etc.  Because they were numb and felt no pain, they had no idea what was happening to them, except to find that over time, they had little fingers and toes left.

Why do I share this graphic illustration describing what 'not feeling' can do?  Because I believe many of us in the church are being attacked by the rats of dysfunction and we don't feel what is happening to us.  God started to share with me that all emotion was given by Him.  There are no bad or good ones.  Uncomfortable emotions, yes.  Comfortable emotions, yes.  Emotions provide us with valuable information.

Then I began to think of how some of the teaching in the church encourages us to be emotional lepers.  It is contagious by being around the teaching and those who walk in denial of feelings.  We might no know we are holding on to things too tightly or not tight enough.  Rats can come and chew on us and abuse us and we don't even know that we are being destroyed or weakened.  

We hide our pain; we don't let fear show, because that would not be "trusting God."  Our joy in some ways for some of us is dampened.  We really may not get too joyful or excited about God.  What would people think?

So, how do we do emotions in a way that is healthy, constructive, and pleasing to God?  These are some guidelines that have helped me and you might find them useful to you.

I pray for awareness and ask myself, "What am I feeling?"  This gives me vital information.

I then ask, "Lord, what do You want this E-motion to move me to do?"  I wait for an answer.  I look through Scripture.  I may ask someone whom I trust in the Lord, what they think.

I then express the emotion in whatever action I have decided to take.  After some practice, I may already know what the will of God for this particular emotion.  This process helps me slow down my response and gain more choice as to what I want to do.

Someone may hurt me.  I could lash out in destructive anger or bury it and pretend it didn't hurt.  Being 'angry and sinning not,' may involve feeling the emotion and having it move me to confront this person and work towards not having it happen again.  Stuffing our feelings can cause our emotions to ferment and seep out in passive aggression.  God brings us to a place of tenderheartedness where we can be moved towards reconciliation.

God created us as emotional beings for information and motivation.  Feeling an emotion is coming to our senses.  Sometimes our senses fool us and that is okay.  Dysfunction is not feeling at all.  The church of Laodicea had "need of nothing."  It was lukewarm and didn't feel.  Jesus told them that they were naked, poor, and blind, and that they needed to anoint their eye with eye salve that they may see clearly. (Rev. 3:14-17)  They were lukewarm and emotionally leprous.  If my hand is in really hot water, or really cold water, I am moved to take it out immediately.  Lukewarmness causes me not to move at all.

Some of us may be out of touch for various reasons.  We may have grown up in a family where there was a "don't feel" rule.  We may have used drugs, alcohol, food, sex, spending or work to numb ourselves.  I believe that God is calling us back to wholeness by helping us feel again.  To feel our pain and let go.  By following Him in this process we can truly experience His joy and peace.
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