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Stage Five: Releasing Guilt 

I recognize mental illness as a dis-ease and release the attitude of blame. 

Shame, blame, and guilt are three things which can paralyze us like nothing else. 
We want to distinguish normal guilt from shaming guilt here. Normal guilt is 

situational and linked to a specific event. For example, if you spill something on the floor, you 
feel guilty in the sense that you accidentally did some damage. You repair it by cleaning up the 
spill and guilt disappears. But that is not the level of guilt we want to address here. Instead, we 
focus on attitudes of guilt, and attitudes of shame and blame. 

What is at stake with blame/ shame/ guilt is fault-finding. The expectation is that someone is bad 
and / or caused something bad to happen. With shame, we feel we are bad. And the attitude of 
guilt compounds our badness by the belief we do bad things. The way out of that dilemma is to 
transfer our badness onto someone or something else -- blame: I may be bad and do bad things but 
it is someone else's fault. 

When there is mental illness in the family, we learn to hold onto an attitude of blame to 
somehow account for why things are not right. The paralysis of all this is that we feel like 
victims -- helpless, powerless, pawns in someone's chess game. If we are powerless and 
paralyzed, what chance do we have at becoming happy? We believe someone else has the 
power to control our lives. However, it is up to us to solve our own problems and make 
ourselves happy. 

In recognizing that mental illness is a dis-ease, we are not saying it is a medical problem, as in 
"disease." What we are saying is that it is a problem: we are not "at ease" nor is the mentally ill 
person "at ease." Problems need solutions, not fault finding. Do not blame your parents, your 
spouse, or the mental health system. But focus on your feelings and express them. It is okay to 
feel angry, fearful, sad, etcetera. 

If we do not express our feelings with ownership of them, they harden into attitudes of blame/ 
shame/ guilt, and are either acted in with depression and anxiety, or acted out with rage and 
vindictiveness. Learn to let go of blame. Learn to take responsibility for what changes you can 
make in your life. 

Suggested exercises: 

1) Identify someone or some group you are blaming (are holding accountable for your's or 
other's pain). Begin to change your attitude of blame to one of acceptance of your feelings and 
your responsibility to bring about change in your own life. 

2) Review Stage five in book.   


