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Shhhh…. Is there something about you that you hope no one else ever finds out? You’re not
alone. Everyone has secrets—hurts, abuses, bad habits, fears. Big or small, secrets can destroy
you from the inside out. The good news is that confession is more powerful than secrets—or the
fear that keeps you from telling them. In What’s Your Secret? Aaron Stern shows you · the
powerful roots of secret-keeping· the difference between “good” secrets and “bad”
secrets· what confession is (and isn’t)· why letting go of secrets is so much more enjoyable
than living in fear· how to strategically live a secret-free life Using personal stories and
anonymous confessions from others, Aaron will remind you of the beauty of forgiveness and the
joy that comes from living in the freedom God has always wanted you to have. 

"This book teaches you how to coax breathtaking breakthroughs and 'Eureka!' epiphanies from
the recesses of your mind."-Adam Cheyer, inventor of Apple's intelligent personal assistant and
knowledge navigator Siri"For anyone whose success depends on producing genuine
breakthroughs, this book is a gold mine."-Alex Pentland, MIT professor, director of the MIT
Human Dynamics Lab and the MIT Media Lab Entrepreneurship Program"A science-backed,
fast-acting antidote to the dreaded creative block. Read it and you'll accomplish great things."-
Joe Gebbia, confounder of Airbnb"Highly recommended! If you want to generate big ideas, read
this book. It is a game change."-Daniel L. Shapiro, founding director of the Harvard International
Negotiation Program and author of Negotiating the Nonnegotiable"Brilliantly challenging!
Cabane and Pollack counter the familiar excuse that true innovation is only for the gifted genius
or quirky cousin by linking how the mind functions with some eminently practical things any of us
can do to stimulate innovation. Thoughtful, erudite, and, for many of us, the nudge we need."-
General Stanley McChrystal, US Army, retired; former commander of the International Security
Assistant Force; and author of Team of Teams About the AuthorOlivia Fox Cabane is the former
Director of Innovative Leadership for Stanford StartX and the bestselling author of The Charisma
Myth. In addition to being a keynote speaker and executive coach to the leadership of Fortune
500 companies such as Google, MGM, and Deloitte, she lectures at Harvard, Yale, MIT, and the
United Nations. Judah Pollack is a former faculty member of Stanford StartX and current lecturer
at the University of California, Berkeley’s Haas School of Business. As a speaker and strategic
advisor in the art of leadership, he works regularly with the US Army Special Forces and Red
Team University, as well civilian clients such as the Plexus Institute, Airbnb, IDEO.org, and The
North Face. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All
rights reserved.Chapter 1The Four WingsAll About BreakthroughsYet another drop of ink leaked
from his fountain pen onto the page, and L‡szl— B’r— threw down his pen in disgust. A
Hungarian newspaper editor who earned his salary by writing, he was frustrated with the tools of



his trade. He seemed to spend his time either filling up his fountain pens, or then cleaning up the
smudges they made.Of course he was grateful for the invention of the fountain pen: it was a vast
improvement over feather quills. But it still meant ink splotches and ruined pages that had to be
written all over again.Why couldn't the ink from his fountain be more like the ink used to print his
newspaper? B’r— already knew the answer: newspaper ink was much too thick for his fountain
pen. Right ink, wrong pen. Deciding to use the newspaper ink was a good idea. But it wasn't a
breakthrough.The breakthrough came with a new way to deliver the ink. Rather than trying to get
the thick ink to flow through a nib, B’r— and his brother figured out how to set a metal ball in a
socket and let the thick ink roll out from behind the ball.Now let's be clear-ballpoint pens had
been attempted before. They just hadn't worked until then. Early ballpoints did not deliver the ink
evenly; overflow and clogging were just two of the many issues that made them impractical. The
breakthrough came when B’r— made the ballpoint pen viable.In business, a breakthrough is
often described as an idea that solves a problem or satisfies a need in an entirely new way.
Although there is no single definition of breakthroughs, we define them quite simply as the
moment when you break through something that was previously limiting you, whether it's a
specific problem you couldn't find a solution to, a situation you couldn't understand, or simply an
old way of doing or seeing things.Sociologist and author Martha Beck describes the experience
of breakthrough as "a shift in your understanding of the world, because the lens through which
you view the world has been suddenly, gloriously changed. And boy, do breakthroughs feel
amazing." A breakthrough is a sudden advance in your knowledge or understanding that moves
you past a barrier and makes you see things, understand things in a new way. Although all
breakthroughs come from the same process in the brain, not all breakthroughs come in the
same way.There are two main kinds of breakthroughs: intentional and unintentional. You'll face
some of the same obstacles with both, but these obstacles will play out in different ways. Fear,
for instance, impedes both intentional and unintentional breakthroughs-but it rears its ugly head
at different stages of the breakthrough experience. For intentional breakthroughs, fear interferes
before the breakthrough, bringing up the possibility of failure.Fear seeps in after unintentional
breakthroughs, and it centers on the oncoming challenges of implementing a solution. For
instance, you suddenly realize (breakthrough) that you need a divorce. Anxiety might arise as
you foresee the unpleasantness that all too often accompanies the process (implementation) of
divorcing.Or perhaps you suddenly realize (breakthrough) you've fallen in love with a close
friend. You could fear being rejected after making your new feelings known (implementation), or,
confusingly, fear success and the life changes it would entail.For unintentional breakthroughs,
landing on a solution isn't the end goal: you need to act on it. As Beck says, "Having
breakthroughs isn't the point. Living them is. Seeing in a new way is only the beginning." Fear is
a powerful saboteur of this process.Although all breakthroughs come from the same process in
the brain, not all breakthroughs come in the same way. We have identified four different types:
eureka breakthrough, metaphorical breakthrough, intuitive breakthrough, and paradigm
breakthrough. Understanding the different kinds of breakthroughs will help you spot them so you



don't miss a single one. It will also help you discover the style, or styles, that are most natural to
you so you can learn to focus on the way that works best for you.The key is to understand that no
style of breakthrough is better or more productive than another. It is simply best to understand
which style or styles come most naturally to you.Eureka BreakthroughEureka translates from the
Greek as "I've got it" or "That's it." In popular culture, it has come to describe the moment when
someone experiences a sudden, unexpected realization.Archimedes, the original "Eureka!"
shouter, was a Greek mathematician and scientist living in ancient Sicily in the third century b.c.
One day, he was asked by King Hero, ruler of the city-state, to determine whether a crown was
made of real gold. Since gold had a known density, all he had to do was measure the density of
the crown and see whether it matched up.The first part of measuring density was easy:
determine the crown's weight. But the second part required measuring the crown's exact volume.
Now, measuring the volume of an object like a cube is simple. But how do you determine the
volume of an object as irregularly shaped as a crown?Archimedes puzzled on the problem until
one day while taking a bath. As he stepped into the bathtub, he watched the water rise,
displaced by his leg. He realized that, just as the water had risen to accommodate the new
volume of his leg, it would rise in response to the volume of the crown. So he could submerge
the crown and measure the amount of water displaced to know the crown's volume, and thus
calculate its density. He cried "Eureka!" and jumped out of his bath and ran through the streets of
Syracuse stark naked, shouting all the way.We tend to have eureka insights when we've been
mulling over a problem for some time. Take, for example, the time two helicopter mechanics in
the Army Reserve saved the army tens of millions of dollars because of their shared love of
NASCAR.During the Iraq War, desert sand and dust were damaging helicopter windshields
faster than the army could replace them, and costing hundreds of thousands of dollars every
month. Lexan, the shatter-resistant plastic the windshields were made of, tended to scratch
easily.As it happens, Lexan is also used to make NASCAR windshields. But to solve the
scratching problem, NASCAR drivers had learned to cover their windshields with thin sheets of
transparent Mylar film they called "tearaways." At the end of each race, the used Mylar sheet is
torn off, and the Lexan windshield underneath is left without a scratch.Two national guardsmen
on a helicopter maintenance crew in Virginia happened to be big NASCAR fans. As they
surveyed the extent of the damage done to their helicopters' Lexan windshields, they were hit
with the possibility that NASCAR's solution could offer in solving the army's problem. Creatively
reapplying an existing solution is a common type of eureka insight. In fact, NASCAR first
borrowed the Mylar technique from motorcycle racers protecting their helmets.When eureka
breakthroughs happen, they happen fast. They are the proverbial lightning bolt over the head.
Many people report the sensation of receiving information from a location "above." And this
sudden discovery of an immediately applicable solution is incredibly exciting.Eureka insights are
the ones that your author Olivia gets most often (she's ruthlessly pragmatic). These ideas arrive
with a clear mental picture of how to execute them and the confidence that they'll work.They are
most likely to come when you have been living with a problem or a block. This problem is



interfering with your peace of mind; you think about it often during the day. But the actual
breakthrough will most likely occur when you're no longer thinking about the problem.James
Watt did not invent the steam engine. In 1764, at the University of Glasgow, he was repairing
what was known as a Newcomen steam engine, which Watt considered very inefficient. He
worked on the problem until one spring day in 1765, he was walking through a park when the
breakthrough came to him: he needed two cylinders. Eureka! Watt's breakthrough made the
engine so much more powerful and efficient that it ushered in the true age of steam.A century
later, the next great breakthrough in power occurred in a remarkably similar way. Nikola Tesla
had been working on the concept of an alternating current motor for a few years. One day while
walking through a park in Budapest he had a feverish vision of an alternating current motor
complete with three slightly out of phase magnetic fields turning the drive shaft. The solution had
appeared fully formed. Eureka!This is part of the grand paradox of breakthrough thinking. In
order to have a eureka breakthrough, you have to be deeply immersed in a problem. But then
you have to let go of it, let your mind wander off and go do something else. It's while you're
otherwise engaged, and not focused on the problem, that you will be rewarded with a eureka
breakthrough. How to switch between these two modes-focus and lack of focus-is one of the
most important things this book will teach you."In my experience, eureka moments happen when
we face a high level of pressure," explains Victoria Spadaro Grant, CTO of pasta behemoth
Barilla and one of Olivia's favorite clients, "whether the pressure is generated as a by-product of
a self-imposed challenge or the result of external circumstances."When Barilla CEO Claudio
Colzani, concerned by the increasing consumption of saturated fats reported by the World
Health Organization, ordered a massive reduction in saturated fats across Barilla's entire bakery
portfolio, Spadaro-Grant faced a "massive challenge." As head of Research and Development
for the Barilla Group, she was in charge of reformulating the portfolio and bringing it to market
within five months. "At the time, we did not know how to solve the technical challenge of
delivering the same eating experience with less saturated fat, not to mention implementing new
manufacturing processes and addressing the multimillion euro cost and profitability impact."With
the clock ticking, Spadaro-Grant assembled "a SWAT team of only six people who were eager to
try, test, break rules, and make bold decisions. We realized that with such a short time frame, we
had to throw the old rule book completely out the window. That realization led to new margins of
tolerance across technical solutions, manufacturing setups, formulation costs, and marketing
communications. As simple as this sounds, this was the way we changed technical paradigms
about how to use fats in our bakery." Eureka!Metaphorical BreakthroughIn 1782, there was no
such thing as a bullet: guns did not shoot small, tapered missiles, but rather lumps of lead known
as "shot." Most people produced shot by rolling out a sheet of molten lead, waiting for it to cool,
and then chopping it up. This wasn't very effective in producing smooth spheres: the projectiles
were misshapen, pitted, or even completely perforated.As a result, it was nearly impossible for
anyone to shoot straight. Because of their irregular shape, the slugs would catch the wind and
curve like a paper airplane; their trajectory was always unpredictable. In 1782, hitting your target



had more to do with luck than with aim. Since England was in the business of ruling the world at
the time, and in the midst of a war with its pesky American colonies, the ability to shoot straight
was of great interest.Producing shot was also expensive, time consuming, and labor intensive.
After the chopping method, people tried pouring molten lead into spherical molds. Unfortunately,
the cooling process tended to create off-center spheres, and in addition air bubbles left deep,
random pits.Enter William Watts. A prosperous plumber living in a three-story house in the town
of Bristol, England, Watts experienced a week of particularly trouble some sleep. Night after
night he was puzzled by the same dream: He was walking along a street when it began to rain-
only it wasn't raining water, it was raining lead. The drops of lead piled up around his feet. When
Watts bent down to pick one up, he saw that it was a perfectly round sphere, the ideal lead shot
everyone was chasing after. Watts was dreaming about the perfect product falling from the sky.
But what did it mean? Day after day he pondered that question in vain.After a few days, tired
from lack of sleep at night and from puzzling over the dream during the day, Watts went for a
walk. As he went down the street he had a flash of insight and suddenly understood the meaning
of his dream. He ran home and set to work.Watts added three floors to his house, making it six
stories high. He cut holes in each floor, one atop the other, and put a water tank at the bottom.
Then he stood at the top of this shaft with a copper sieve and a bucket of molten lead. He
poured the liquid lead through the sieve and watched as lead droplets fell the length of the shaft,
landing in the cool water below with a hiss.He ran downstairs, dipped his hand into the well, and
pulled up a handful of beautifully round lead shot. The even pull of gravity in the stillness of the
airshaft had produced perfect spheres. Watts had invented a process to make it rain bullets,
turning his dream into reality. Patented in 1783, these "shot towers," as they came to be known,
sprang up all over England, Europe, and America.Watts's mind had presented him with a
solution indirectly: his brain came up with an analogy and shared it through a dream. Watts
dreamed that he was walking in a rain of little lead pellets, had the same dream for a week
without knowing what to make of it, then finally had a revelation, and the insight that his mind
was trying to communicate became clear.Metaphorical insights aren't as direct as eureka
insights. Answers come to you first as metaphors or analogies, and you must interpret their
images before the breakthrough is complete. With Archimedes' eureka insight, the answer came
fully formed. There was no need to interpret a metaphor: the submersion of his leg was a direct
correlation to the submersion of the crown.If Watts's insight had been a eureka insight, he would
have seen a concrete solution: an image of a tower, of drops of metal falling and being shaped
into spheres by friction with the air, landing in water, and cooling down. It would have been a one-
to-one correlation. Instead, he had a dream about rain, and then saw that the drops of rain were
drops of lead. It was raining lead. The elements were there: the lead, the fall, the water. But there
wasn't a direct correlation; a process of interpretation was necessary. --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.Read more
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What people are saying about …What’s Your Secret?“Aaron Stern’s new book, What’s Your
Secret? is such an important message for us all, opening the way to a life that’s full and free. Life
in all its power is waiting for each of us as we step out of the shadows and into healing light. Let
Aaron lead you on a beautiful journey to freedom as you tell the truth and let God’s truth set you
free.”Louie Giglio, The Passion Movement, Passion City Church“All of us have secrets; some of
the secrets are secret sins. Not all of them get confessed. But an unconfessed secret sin is a
major impediment to the health of the soul and a life of maturity in Christ. Confession has always
been a major concern in the church of Jesus Christ. Aaron Stern draws on the immediacies of a
richly textured pastoral practice and explores in detail what is actually involved in carrying it out.
A major contribution to both Christian maturity and pastoral competence in this American
culture.”Eugene H. Peterson, pastor emeritus of spiritual theology at Regent College“Aaron
Stern is a gift to this generation and one of the most remarkable leaders I know. His writing and
leadership style will challenge you to walk with integrity, strength, and grace.”Margaret Feinberg,
popular speaker and author of Hungry for God ()“Aaron lays out a beautiful challenge to
embrace transparency and vulnerability in every part of our lives. This book promises to help all
of us walk in the light that brings freedom to every part of our souls.”Brady Boyd, senior pastor at
New Life Church and author of Fear No Evil“This book not only touches the heart but also gives
practical wisdom to heal it. Aaron shares this ageless message in timely contemporary language
that will exhilarate your Christian walk. As you follow his practical suggestions to confess, you
will move from your heart to God’s heart and find freedom from those issues that may have
previously kept you bound.”Douglass Weiss, PhD, psychologist and author of Get a Grip: How to
Take Control of the Things That Are Controlling You“Aaron Stern knows what he is talking about!
For over ten years, I have watched young adults find freedom through his ministry. That’s why I
am so thrilled to recommend What’s Your Secret? to all. It will accelerate your journey into
freedom.”David Perkins, student pastor at New Life Church and founder of Desperation
Ministries
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To my wife, Jossie,for waiting for the words
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Part 1Come Out of the Dark

1Secrets Can Destroy YouWhat is it that no one else knows about you?Maybe there are details
about your life that, if disclosed, would result in loss or shame. A decision you wish you had
never made. An event you want to forget. Maybe it’s not something you did but rather something
done to you … a horrific violation of trust that you want obliterated from your memory. Perhaps
you wrestle with tormenting feelings and thoughts that you are convinced no one will
understand.Secrets. We all have them. Human nature seems wired to withhold and tuck away
the areas of our lives we deem undesirable. For many of us the best option seems to be keeping
secrets out of sight and in check—and hopefully, forever forgotten.But secrets rarely remain
isolated in our hearts. Our frantic attempts to keep them at bay usually lead to an untimely
unveiling.I see it happen all the time.FloodgatesI love my job. I’m a college and
twentysomethings pastor, which means I get to experience a passion for life, love for adventure,
and young idealism that makes for wild creativity, big risks, and lots of laughs. In the young
people I pastor, I’ve also found a spiritual hunger that is curious, rich, and deep. I regularly find
myself challenged by the intensity of their faith. Perhaps my favorite part of pastoring this
demographic is that it allows me to walk with people through some of life’s most critical
questions, such as Do I believe in God? What am I going to do with my life? Who will I marry?
These young people are still figuring out what it means to be an adult and how to establish the
right life patterns for the long term. In the process of doing all that, they also grapple with the
past: abuse, divorce (both their parents’ and their own), relationship breakups, roommate



conflicts, addictions, and more. It’s a pivotal time in life—a time that can be a breeding ground for
keeping secrets.This realization prompted me to do a sermon series about secrets. As a part of
the series, I included an action step: I asked each person to anonymously write down a secret
that no one else knew on a 1’ x 1’ postcard. Then I asked them to deposit their secrets into one
of the baskets placed throughout the auditorium. I was hesitant, wondering if anyone would take
up the challenge. Would people really write down the deepest secrets of their hearts?When the
time came, I watched in awe as the lines formed and the baskets filled up—some overflowing
with little white cards. It seemed as if giving permission to share a secret had opened the
floodgates. Here are just a few of the thousands of secrets collected that night and from other
events, conferences, and retreats around the country:“I can’t stop hurting myself. I can’t stop
cutting.”“I haven’t read my Bible in over a year.”“I had an abortion last year … I wonder if I made
the right choice.”“I’m bipolar.”“My brother died when I was in the 5th grade. I haven’t told any of
my friends that it happened. Keeping it hidden eats me up every day.”“I think I might be gay. I
didn’t choose this and I hate it. I’m afraid of myself.”“I make fake IDs. Not just any, but some of the
best.”“I hate my dad.”“I’m dating a good Christian man. We recently started sleeping together. It
tears me up inside but I can’t tell him that. I want him to stop it.”“I am never satisfied with who I
am and who God has created me to be.”“I hate my friend for killing my best friend in a car
accident two years ago.”“I was raped when I was four and the memories of that scare me from
intimacy. I fear I will never be able to be close to anyone.”“I’m in recovery from cocaine and I’ve
never told anyone about it.”“I’m terrified that I will find out I don’t have what it takes to succeed …
at anything.”Sobering, isn’t it?Why are we willing to live with so much trapped inside? Maybe we
feel that we can’t stop. Or perhaps we believe that we’ve tried everything. We’re stuck and resign
ourselves to what seems to be our only option: Put it out of sight. Keep it in the dark. Make sure
no one else knows. Suddenly we become fugitives on the run from everyone, constantly looking
over our shoulders in fear that someone will find us out.It seems safer. Cover up the
unmentionables and no one gets hurt, right?Whatever our reasons for keeping secrets, the
fallout is always greater than we think. Secrets actually have the power to hurt everyone you
know and love.Things Are Not Always as They SeemI’ve spent the majority of my adult life in two
churches.The pastors of both of these churches were later found to have led double lives. They
preached the Bible on Sundays while having sexual trysts throughout the week. They taught on
integrity while abusing church funds. They encouraged humility while living selfish lives. They
taught about the light but lived in the dark. The shadows were familiar territory to them, and what
happened in the shadows created monsters. And their monster secrets led to betrayal, disbelief,
and truckloads of pain. Spouses, church members, employees, community leaders, colleagues,
and friends—the breadth of those impacted by the carnage was huge. Nothing was left
unaffected … and everything changed. And it all started with a secret.My wife, Jossie, grew up in
the “perfect” home. Her dad is a doctor who was highly respected by his colleagues and the
community. She has fond memories of going to his office, playing on the hospital beds, and
wearing his stethoscope. Her mom is loving and caring, and was the quintessential hostess and



adoring wife. Friends and classmates regularly enjoyed her home’s warmth and stable
environment. The family vacationed frequently, and there was rarely a difficulty in the house.
Jossie had all her needs met and most of her wants. But one day she came home from high
school to find her mom sitting red faced and teary eyed across the table from her dad, who
looked cold and agitated. Something was terribly wrong. When her dad said, “I am leaving,” her
life and family changed forever. A mountain of questions and pain arose in the heart of a girl who
had admired and looked up to her dad.How could the perfect family fall apart? Why did this
happen?The next several months uncovered a life of secrets. Things were not as they had
seemed. Secrets destroyed my wife’s most valuable possession: her family. Trust was shattered
and would take decades to rebuild.Rachel was abused as a child. As a result of being violated
so young, she decided she would never let anything like that happen again. She would always
be in control. Food became the outward manifestation of her inward vow. She binged, then took
diet pills, exercised vigilantly, and fasted for days at a time. She was in complete control and, at
the same time, dwindling away. Her determination to keep her secret cost Rachel her health.In
the ’90s, former president Bill Clinton was the most powerful man in the world. Despite his status
as the leader of the free world, which enabled him to make things happen on a global scale with
the touch of a button, he still found that he couldn’t keep his secrets behind closed doors.
Though he attempted to pack the details of his secret life back in the closet, it only made things
worse. As a result, his legacy is remembered by the words “I did not have sexual relations with
that woman.” The secret he tried to keep turned into an international fiasco, costing taxpayers
money, his wife her dignity, the office its respect, and a young woman her name. Though power
might buy time, it can’t erase the losses caused by a dangerous secret.David, the shepherd
king, had a secret. He’d been hanging out on his roof when his eye fell upon a beautiful woman
named Bathsheba, bathing on her roof. He chose not to look away but rather gave himself over
to temptation and desire. David invited Bathsheba to his palace, one thing led to another, and
she became pregnant. Problem? Without a doubt. First of all, David wasn’t married to
Bathsheba, and even worse, Bathsheba was already married to Uriah, one of David’s fighting
men and a strong military leader. From what we can tell by reading Scripture, the guy was a
superstar.In an effort to cover his tracks, King David summoned Uriah home from the battlefield,
thinking that if Uriah slept with Bathsheba, they could pass the baby off as his. However, Uriah
ruined the plan when he refused to stay with his wife. His heart was with his men on the
battlefield; if they couldn’t enjoy their wives, than neither would he. Uriah was an honorable man.
When David’s plan backfired, he decided to send Uriah to the front lines where his death was
inevitable. Uriah lost his life because David had a secret.Not all secrets result in death, but all
secrets can cause loss. Secrets rob us of the time and energy it takes to hide them, the grace
and mercy of forgiveness and acceptance, and the growth and freedom that come from working
through them. Furthermore, it is a lie to think that we can keep our secrets from spinning out of
control and hurting others. As long as they are kept, secrets never shrink, they never go away,
and they never lead to life.ConsequencesUnfortunately stories like these seem to be the norm.



The uncovering of secrets rarely shocks us anymore. A CEO steals from the company coffers, a
pastor betrays the trust of a congregation, or a politician attempts an illegal activity. Secrets are
everywhere.Take marriage, for example. Marriage is the most intimate relationship experienced
by humanity. Yet research reveals that even in that close-knit union, secrets fester.One survey
found that about 40 percent of married Americans admit keeping a secret from their spouses.
The most common secret is how much money they spend.A different study broke it down further
and estimated that approximately 42 percent of men and 36 percent of women admit keeping
something from their mates. Boomers, big-wage earners, and those married a long time are the
most likely to have secrets.Regarding infidelity, about 12 percent of men and 7 percent of
women will have an affair at some point in marriage.1Sadly most of us have heard, been party
to, or walked alongside someone who fits into these statistics. A husband hides his pornography
addiction, a wife conceals her impulsive spending habits on an unknown credit card, or friends
lie to friends.(“I can’t stand myself. I hate my mom because I see myself in her.”)We may think
that we are keeping a secret, but the truth is that the secret is actually keeping us. What we
thought we controlled, slowly and subtly grows.It’s hard to imagine a marriage or a close
friendship deepening in intimacy if a piece of the person’s heart is walled up, available to no one.
Secrets leave parts of us unavailable, and as a result, the emotional fallout is massive. Unhealthy
patterns are cultivated, and growth is stunted by the drive to cover up lies. Feelings become
shuttered, dreams are denied, and vision is blurred.Even our best efforts to hide or deny the
problem can’t unburden our thoughts. We become emotionally muted, dominated by shame,
depression, anxiety, fear, insecurity, and heaviness. In an effort to self-protect, we avoid and
eventually lose the friendships and community we need the most.Eventually the secrets burst
out. It’s like stepping on a toothpaste tube with the cap on. The tube responds to the pressure
and bursts at its weakest point, creating a big mess in the process.There is scientific evidence
that, over time, even our physical health is compromised by the emotional burden of holding on
to a secret. In his book Deadly Emotions: Understand the Mind-Body-Spirit Connection That
Can Heal or Destroy You, author Don Colbert shows the symptoms and potentially deadly
effects of holding things in. Here are just a few:• Anger and hostility are linked to hypertension
and coronary artery disease.• Resentment, bitterness, unforgiveness, and self-hatred are
connected to autoimmune disorders, rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, and multiple sclerosis.•
Anxiety is tied to irritable-bowel syndrome, panic attacks, mitral-valve prolapse, and heart
palpitations.• Those who live under guilt and shame are more likely to have issues with chronic
depression.2Quite a grim picture, isn’t it? However, the greatest toll our secret-keeping takes is
on our spiritual lives. Our desire to hide translates into distance from God. After all, who would
choose to put themselves in a relationship with a God who knows everything if our highest
motivation is to protect a secret?(“I can’t find grace for my dad. He embarrasses me and I’m
angry every time he fails.”)Anytime we encounter a spiritual problem, it can be helpful to look at
our heritage … as in our biblical heritage. Besides, this whole business began with Adam and
Eve and the talking-snake, fruit-eating incident that changed everything. How did they respond?



Yep, you guessed it. When they realized that they had messed up and disobeyed God, they tried
to keep it a secret. Their shame and sudden awareness of both their physical and spiritual
nakedness drove them—literally—into the bushes. It turns out this tendency of ours to run away
from God goes all the way back to the beginning.(“I am arrogant and not compassionate. The
hate in me eats away at my heart.”)However, the questions may remain in our heads and hearts:
So what’s the big deal? If no one else knows, the only person my secret hurts is me, right?
Perhaps. But that is reason enough.God longs for us to walk intimately with Him, to be free to
engage life and relationships without the stain of shame, hurt, and regret. And there is also the
uncomfortable reality that secrets aren’t stagnant. They grow—and the dark recesses of our
hearts provide fertile soil.The Desert Fathers were a community of monks who lived in the
Egyptian desert beginning in the third century. They had a collection of sayings that reinforce the
weighty power of things hidden. One of those reads, “The more a person conceals his thoughts,
the more they multiply and gain strength. If you hide things, they have great power over
you.”Samuel Johnson, a British author in the 1700s, wisely said, “Where secrecy or mystery
begins, vice or roguery is not far off.”BarnaclesOn a recent family vacation to California, my
family and I visited the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Since I’m from the landlocked state of Colorado,
the trip fascinated me. I saw octopuses and sharks and even some sea creatures I never knew
existed! One of the things I found most interesting were the bits of information that we learned on
the guided tours, videos, or signs placed near exhibits. My favorite piece of information was
about barnacles (and how can you not love saying the word barnacle?).Barnacles attach
themselves to things like whales, ships, and even rocks, living out their lives stuck to the
undersides of other objects. Barnacles even make whales slower in the water, inhibiting their
ability to swim smoothly.(“I struggle with lust and masturbation.”)Secrets are like barnacles: They
attach themselves to us and slow us down as we travel through life. Keeping secrets is not just a
matter of speed but of us being fully alive. The more secrets we keep and the longer we keep
them, the less alive … the less human we become. Secrets cause us to live at a distance from
God and others, and the fullness of who we are—the good, bad, and ugly—cannot fully engage
in life.A secret in its simplest form is merely information. However, it is keeping this information
hidden that gives control to the enemy. The enemy of our souls uses secrets to destroy us from
the inside out. Secrets of any kind can lead to the physical, emotional, and spiritual
consequences all too familiar in our society. Sins of commission or omission, family secrets,
secret thoughts, and even feelings can quickly attach to shame, fear, lack of value, and a myriad
of other barnacle-like emotions, slowing us down and causing loss.So now what?At this point,
you may be thinking, Wow. You certainly have painted a bleak picture. I understand that secrets
of any kind are bad, but living without secrets sounds impossible. Where would I start? What
would it look like to have a life without secrets? How can I quit sabotaging my relationships with
God and others? Is it possible?Yes. I watch it every day in the lives of the people I pastor. We
can also see it played out in Scripture. Galatians 5:1 says, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us
free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” Burden,



bondage, and fear aren’t God’s way. Freedom is possible and it is God’s idea, not just in eternity
but today.God gave us a way to live where secrets don’t have to grow and then explode when we
least expect it. We don’t have to live scared for the next twenty years, wondering if our hidden
thoughts, behaviors, and pain will find a way out. Remember Adam and Eve? God came looking
for them. And He is looking for you.So where do we start?The path to freedom begins with an
act: confession.Reflection/// Do you have a secret?/// In what ways have you experienced the
consequences of someone else’s secret?/// How do you think you would feel if you didn’t keep
any secrets?1 Michael Castleman, “Marital Infidelity: How Common Is It?” Psychology Today,
(accessed April 14, 2011).2 Don Colbert, Deadly Emotions (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson,
2006).
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Jason Branson, “Interesting book on a rarely discussed topic. This book is the work of a very
successful Young Adults Pastor, who almost stumbled across the power of confession in the
lives of the people in his congregation. What resulted from this great discovery was extensive
study and teaching on confession, and the ability to relieve the weight of failure and offense, and
live a life of truth before God. I really enjoyed it, but felt like it was about a third longer than it
really needs to be. Despite that, there are a lot of good points that would be beneficial not only
for personal knowledge, but for preparation, if you wanted to do your own teaching. I recommend
it.”

Mark K. Scales, “Confession: Something the whole Body needs. The end of this book reminded
me of Bonhoeffer's book, Life Together and it came up with many of the same conclusions. This
book shows how confession is something that the Body of Christ needs to be real and authentic.
Stern has a great section of the book that talks about the difference between transparency and
vulnerability that I thought was very thought provoking. As a pastor, this is one of those books
that I wish my whole congregation would read.”

BreAnn Collins, “I did not like what I saw in the mirror after reading the .... I will admit this was a
hard book to read and I had put it down for a couple of weeks... well actually a couple of months.
I did not like what I saw in the mirror after reading the truth about secrets but then I prayed and
God showed me that I did not have to be scared or even mad at this truth but I was being
blessed with a gift and I had a choice to make. So I picked the book back up and while the
process has been slow, I have truly been blessed by this book and realizing the importance of
keeping secrets that divide and remove me on my mind from the presence of Jesus versed the
spiritual secrets that allow me to lean into God and rest in Him!  I feel free!”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Refreshing. This book focuses on the freedom that comes from confession
and repentance before God. It shares the hard road to get there and the barriers that sometimes
cause us to fall short of total freedom.This book is a good read, but it is an even better practice.”

Amanda, “Great book by a great pastor!. I have had the pleasure of attending theMill and
hearing Pastor Aaron speak in person, so I was hoping this book would fill me with the same
inspiration that his sermons do, and I was not disappointed! I couldn't put the book down! It is so
wonderful to read about his love for/understanding of Christ and His word. This book was
inspirational to say the least. It gave me a new perspective on life and my relationship with Christ.
I highly recommend this book to everyone!”

Cheri Daniels, “Amazing!. I know this book gave me the courage to share and explore things
inside of me that I had repressed memories of for YEARS! Thank God for using Aaron Stern to



deliver this very important message.  A must-read!”

Always learning, “Good book & thought provoking.. Good book and thought provoking. I'm not a
big reader but have been reading a little bit each morning in my quiet time and thinking about it.”

jklauser, “For every age!. Secrets, we all have them. It's easy to learn how to live with them...
what it's not easy.... to confront the consecuences of hidden sin. Great book, reveals a great
truth, highly recommended.”

David Disney, “Five Stars. Really good”

The book by Aaron Stern has a rating of  5 out of 4.1. 51 people have provided feedback.
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