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Preface
Words— They’re Everywhere!

From the moment we arise to when we go to sleep at night, and 
at all hours in between, words come at us from every direction. 

If not someone else’s words, then the words are our own, words we 
think or say to ourselves. All too often, the words are not positive.

Why? We live in a fallen world. We’re not perfect human beings. 
We get weary. We get hurt. We get angry. And it’s often out of 
these conditions that words leap from our mouths to land, often 
unsuspectingly, on other human beings. I’ve been there. I’ve had 
extremely hurtful words flung at me. And I’ve hurled a few myself. 
They’re words such as:

You’ll never amount to anything.

Why can’t you be more like your brother?

Why do you break everything you touch?

That was good, but you could have done better.

You’ll never make it without me.

I don’t love you.

You’re too fat.
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Preface

And the list goes on. Some words spoken to some of you are far 
more hurtful and abusive by comparison.

Where do these words come from? Scripture tells us that out 
of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks (Luke 6:45). If 
that’s the case, then from my observations, we have a lot of people 
with damaged hearts— not in the physical sense, of course, but 
spiritually and emotionally.

In my research for this book and from the interviews I’ve held, 
this is exactly what I’ve found. There are a great number of people 
walking around with some level of heart- brokenness. Hurt at one 
time or another by someone else, they (we) in turn hurt others, 
often with words. It’s a vicious cycle that leaves a vast amount of 
collateral damage in homes, businesses, schools, and other arenas 
every day. And the effects carry long into our futures.

Words are powerful. In fact, the Bible tells us that our tongues 
have the power of life or death (Prov. 18:21). I can testify that when 
comforting words, encouraging words, words of life are spoken to 
me, I feel as though I can do and be anything and everything. When 
hurtful words, insulting words— in essence, words of death— are 
spoken to me, I cringe both inside and out, and something inside 
me tends to wither and die, such as aspirations, dreams, longings, 
and, worse, my self- worth.

Certainly, as you reach back into your memory bank, you too 
can recall times when words of life were spoken to you. Do you 
recall how good they made you feel? On the other hand, unless 
you’ve lived in a bubble, you must admit to times when you were 
stung by someone’s words. How did you feel then? Hurt, angry, 
defeated, rebellious? It would be natural to experience one or all 
of those feelings and many other emotions as well.

But now what? What do we do once we attest to having been the 
recipients or dispensers of harmful, hurtful, and, in some cases, 
death- giving words? One thing we could do is form a woe- is- me 
club and walk around as victims the rest of our lives. Or we could 
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act as though the harmful words of others don’t bother us, as we 
file them away into a corner of our already broken hearts. Or, and 
this is what I suggest, we could take steps to try to understand why 
the words were spoken in the first place and then take additional 
strides toward healing and freedom.

I’ve known about the impact of words for a long time, having 
worked in the publishing industry for most of my professional 
life. But only recently have I looked personally at just how much 
power they contain. What stands out most are words spoken to 
us early in our lives, which I call in chapter 1 childhood mottos.

It would not surprise me if most of you reading thus far could 
look back and add words you remember, words that felt like dag-
gers to your heart and words that may even cause you to question 
your existence. I certainly can. Those expressions generally lurk 
just beneath the surface, merely waiting for a prompt to remind 
us of their sting. And with each reminder, the words become even 
more embedded in the fiber of who we are and subsequently mo-
tivate us to do what we do— or not do.

My intention is not merely to bring to remembrance words from 
our pasts. Rather, my aim is to take us beyond the words and offer 
steps that can help remove their harmful effects and place us on a 
pathway to healing and freedom.

I’m beginning to believe we all need this message, if not to heal 
then to celebrate the words of encouragement from others and 
thank the ones who issued those words. If nothing else, there’s 
a strong reminder to be mindful of the words we speak. I don’t 
know about you, but I don’t want to issue deadly words. I want 
my words to offer life. I want my words to help heal broken people 
and to encourage them to experience all God has for them.

The effects of someone’s spoken words can go deep and cause 
considerable and long- term damage, so what I offer throughout 
this book is not meant to oversimplify the healing of something as 
dramatic as a broken heart caused by hurting words. In addition, 
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Preface

this book is not meant to take the place of counseling, therapy, 
or any other form of treatment or recovery process. I do believe, 
however, the concepts I share can help unlock doors that lead to 
a better understanding of why the hurtful words were spoken in 
the first place and then ultimately to a measure of healing.

As we explore the reasons behind hurting words in part 1 and 
what to do to nullify their effects, we’ll see that we can grow 
from our experiences and make positive choices about what we 
allow into our lives. In part 2, we look at the words we speak to 
ourselves— self- talk. You may be surprised, or not, at the negativ-
ity we feed ourselves. Then in part 3, we delve into the topic of 
what we speak to others and how our words negatively or posi-
tively influence the lives of those around us.

I invite you to join me on this journey of spoken words, and as 
you do, may you gain new understanding and fresh skills to deal 
with them. And if needed, may you begin your personal journey 
to break free from the power of negative and hurting words.
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PART 1

Words Spoken 
to Us

Our words carry enormous weight. . . . They often 
impact people for decades, providing the courage to 
press on or one more reason to give up.

Michael Hyatt
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1

Up Close and Personal

What we say to others today could influence them for 
years to come, maybe for the rest of their lives.

It was a beautiful summer afternoon in Davison, a sleepy little 
mid- Michigan town, where my husband and I had moved to 

live near my aging mother. My friend Sally and her mother- in- 
law, Olivia, drove from a neighboring city to meet Mom and me 
for lunch. What a sweet time of sharing and honoring the moms.

Near the end of lunch, almost in passing, my friend told us 
about a young woman who had sung in her church the previous 
Sunday morning. Sally sighed and said she had always wanted 
to sing like that. Then she asked her mother- in- law if there was 
anything she had always desired. Without missing a beat, Olivia 
said, “I’ve wanted to be pretty.”

Her answer left the three of us a little disconcerted, primarily 
because she didn’t have to think about her response. It just came 
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out. We tried to assure her that she was pretty both inside and 
out. But our words seemed to fade into oblivion as she went on to 
explain that when she was quite young, her mother became gravely 
ill, leaving her teen sister to take over the household. Olivia shared 
that when she went to her older sister with a request, often her 
sister said to her, “You’re homely.”

Practically in unison, the three of us said, “Really?”
What cruel words to say to a little girl. No female of any age 

wants to be told she’s homely. If anything, inherently, we all want 
to believe we are beautiful. The tragedy, however, is that nearly 
eighty years later, those words, “You’re homely,” were still so close 
to the surface.

While we may never know specifically how those words influ-
enced Olivia over the years, we know they must have had at least 
some effect on her esteem and self- worth. Adult women would be 
shattered to hear those words. However, we might at least know 
better how to deal with them. But a little girl takes in what she 
hears and, because she is too young to process all the ins and outs of 
what was said, she most often will allow the words into her psyche 
and begin to believe them. Olivia certainly must have felt “less 
than” many times in her life. It appears the older sister sentenced 
her little sister to a prison of words, words just waiting to escape.

Another woman shared her own set of words when my hus-
band, Bob, taught a writing class at an assisted- living residence. 
Teaching on the difference between impressive and expressive writ-
ing, he instructed that while impressive writing is for the eyes of 
others, expressive writing is for the writer only. He explained that 
expressive writing done on a regular basis has been shown to bring 
healing to the writer. He asked if anyone wanted to write about 
something in their past that may have caused them hurt or deep 
emotional stress.

Just like Olivia, Marilyn spoke up immediately. “I do,” she said. 
She then proceeded to tell Bob and the others about a young girl 
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on the playground when Marilyn was in elementary school. The 
other girl, who was swinging, shouted that she was done with the 
swing and anyone could have it. “Anyone but Marilyn,” she added.

And Marilyn carried those words and their effects with her 
throughout elementary school, junior high school, high school, 
and well into adulthood. Words spoken to Marilyn when she was 
around ten still haunted her into her eighties.

Olivia and Marilyn didn’t realize that the words spoken to them 
when they were still so young may have caused something deep 
inside to wither and die: their self- esteem, their self- worth, their 
need for significance. And they both carried those words into the 
winter of their lives.

I use Olivia’s and Marilyn’s stories to show how long hurtful 
words can stay with us. But following are examples of younger 
individuals.

Rich Mullins, the oldest son of an Indiana farmer, became well 
known in the 1970s and ’80s for his musical gift of singing and 
songwriting. Not only did he record and make his songs popular, 
but so did many other Christian artists and groups over the years, 
songs such as “Awesome God” and “Sing Your Praise to the Lord.” 
Early on, Rich’s father expected his son to carry on the farming 
tradition and tried hard to groom him, but to no avail. The young 
Mullins had other aspirations, and they didn’t line up with his 
father’s plans.

When Rich tried to please his father, attempting to perform 
simple chores around the farm, he was clumsy, sometimes breaking 
his dad’s coveted machinery. This led to extreme disappointment 
in the eyes of the father who issued harsh words to his son, such as 
“Everything you touch gets broken!” In a description of the movie 
Ragamuffin about the life of Rich Mullins, it’s written: “Rich 
wrestled all of his life with the brokenness and crippling insecurity 
born of his childhood.”1 He went on to suffer brokenness in many 
areas of his life before his early death at the age of forty- one.
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Likewise, once- professing atheist Lee Strobel, author of the 
book The Case for Christ, experienced a rocky relationship with 
his father. Lee explains in an interview prior to the 2017 release 
of the movie by the same name that the night before he was to 
graduate from high school, he argued with his father. Before Lee 
stormed out of the house, his father told him he didn’t have enough 
love for Lee to fill his little finger.

Although Lee did not attribute his becoming a staunch atheist 
solely to this broken relationship with his father, he shared in an 
interview that he believes there was an emotional as well as intel-
lectual underpinning in his decision not to believe in and seek 
after a heavenly Father.2 Unfortunately, the rift between Lee and 
his father never fully healed before his father’s death.

Yes, words go deep and can cause considerable damage.

Childhood Mottos

Early in the writing of this manuscript, I stumbled across a book 
in a local thrift shop. The title, Putting Away Childish Things,3 
piqued my interest. Scanning its pages, I read excerpts about child-
hood mottos we hear early in life that rule us indefinitely unless we 
recognize the words for what they are and rid them from our lives. 
Dr. David A. Seamands wrote his book in 1982, but its message is 
as relevant today as it was then.

Childhood mottos that are normally spoken to us say or imply 
such ideas as:

That was good, but you could have done better.

You’re just not as smart as your sister.

You’ll never amount to anything.

Everything you touch gets broken.

Can’t you do anything right?
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We listed some of these mottos in the preface. Can you add 
a childhood motto or two of your own? I certainly can. And I’ll 
share some of mine later in this chapter.

Brad’s Story

For now, I want to share about Brad, a pastor whom Dr. Seamands 
met prior to writing his book. Brad said that for many years he had 
been a “struggling, up- and- down Christian.” Outwardly, he was a 
successful pastor with a record of considerable accomplishments. 
Inwardly, however, he was like a yo- yo, bouncing between spiritual 
highs and lows. “Or,” he said, “like a billiard ball batting from 
one side to another, hitting pride on one side and condemnation, 
guilt, and depression on the other.”

One day, Brad realized his life was not really being ruled by 
love for God and others. Rather, for forty- nine years, a childhood 
motto instilled in him by his parents ran his life. What was the 
motto Brad adopted in his early years? “Measure up!”

Brad continued, “I’m sure my parents didn’t mean to give me 
this impression, but what I heard them saying was, ‘Sure, we love 
you, but we would love you more if only you would measure up!’”4

Aware now of what had been the guiding force for so many 
years, Brad saw how those two simple words affected him in all 
his relationships, including his relationship with the Lord. For so 
long, no matter his accomplishments, he did not believe he could 
measure up. Once those words were exposed, he was able to start 
a process of reconciliation and recovery.

I wonder how many other Christians are walking around who 
are just like Brad— confessing the Good News of Jesus but bound 
up in a prison of words. Perhaps too many of us to count. We 
know the truth of the gospel, but we do not walk in the freedom 
it provides.
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My Childhood Mottos

Here is a childhood motto I grew up with: “If you can’t eat it, 
don’t buy it.” Yes, you read it right. My mom, in her practicality, 
was saying to spend money on food and not on nonessentials. Of 
course, then I didn’t understand what was behind Mom’s words. 
I just took them in and did the best I could to comply. For many 
years, I found it much easier to buy groceries or go out for a meal 
than to shop for a dress or a new pair of shoes. Often I felt practi-
cally paralyzed entering a department store. Believe me, there is 
power in spoken words.

Here’s another motto. Whenever we called on family or friends, 
Mom prefaced our visit with the words “Don’t ask for anything, 
and if something is offered, say, ‘no, thank you.’” Imagine a little girl 
wanting a drink of water, for example, but too afraid and ashamed to 
ask. Or consider her being offered one of her favorite almond wind-
mill cookies but having to refuse it. That was little Mary growing up.

In my Assyrian culture, as in many cultures, when you visit, the 
first thing the hostess does is put on the teakettle and bring out 
cakes or cookies. Oh, the angst I felt when we visited anywhere, 
anticipating the litany that always preceded and followed our ar-
rival. Of course, the older person always won, and finally, I was 
permitted to accept what was offered.

Some of my earliest memories are the weekly visits to Grandpa 
and Grandma Essa. Each time, before we left to return home, 
Grandpa offered me a fifty- cent piece or a dollar bill. Each time, I 
said, “No, thank you.” But Grandpa persisted and always got his 
way. How much easier it would have been for me to simply take 
his gift in the first place and say thank you. But no, the exact scene 
played out each time. I chuckle now, thinking about Grandpa who, 
in his broken English and with furrowed brow, was determined 
not to be outmaneuvered by a child. But at the time, it was no 
laughing matter to this little girl.
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Mom’s words, “Don’t ask for anything, and if something is 
offered, say, ‘no, thank you’” are directly opposite of what the 
Scriptures tell us. Our generous heavenly Father wants to bestow 
gifts on His children. He says to ask, and it shall be given (Matt. 
7:7). But how could I ask? I was told never to ask for anything. I 
was well into my adulthood before I could comfortably present my 
petitions to the Lord for my wants— even for some of my needs. 
Yes, words go deep.

Another childhood motto was “You’re just like your father.” Now, 
you need to know this was not meant as a compliment. Mom and 
Dad had a fitful seventeen- year marriage. Dad was a gambler. Most 
Fridays he did not come home with his paycheck. After a late night 
of poker, someone else’s father took home the money we needed to 
pay our rent and purchase groceries for the following week.

Nonetheless, I loved my dad, and somehow we never went hun-
gry or without a roof over our heads— thanks to the Lord and my 
mother’s ingenuity. So hearing the words “You’re just like your 
father” didn’t affect me as much as the tone in which they were 
spoken. I was an obedient and compliant child, even in my teens, 
and when Mom spoke those words in that manner, it was hard 
for me to make sense of them. They were derisive words, imply-
ing that I, like Brad in our earlier example, didn’t measure up to 
a standard, one I felt I never could attain.

I’m grateful that at nearly fifty years of age I recognized and 
began a process of no longer feeling the need to measure up— for 
there was nothing I could do to fulfill someone else’s expecta-
tions— in order to gain the approval I obviously sought. It finally 
dawned on me that I was pleasing to my heavenly Father and that 
it was His love— and acceptance— that mattered.

Please note that I loved my mom and she loved me. There were 
reasons she did and said what she did. Her heart was broken as 
a child and wounded further as a young wife and mother. Sadly, 
Mom never fully healed from her soul injuries that resulted in her 
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issuing hurtful words. Bottom line: hurt people hurt other people. 
This concept is not revolutionary or unique to this book. Others, 
more educated and qualified than I, have researched and found the 
presence of previous abuse in the lives of those who inflict abuse. 
It tends to perpetuate itself. In some ways, Mom could not help 
herself. Out of her hurt, she inflicted hurt.

We discuss this more in the next chapter as we look at the 
importance of reaching a level of understanding what is behind 
someone’s stinging words. I cannot stress enough the importance 
of seeing the words for what they are instead of what we perceive 
them to be. Once we do, healing and freedom can begin.

Mom and I had a sweet relationship following my “cutting of 
the apron strings.” She went to be with the Lord in June of 2016, 
and for the last several years of her life, my husband, Bob, and I, 
along with my sister, Paula, saw to her care, for which Mom was 
grateful— and for which we were equally thankful to be able to do.

Not All Childhood Mottos Are Negative

This discussion would not be complete if we looked only at child-
hood mottos that leave negative effects. Some are quite positive.

Take that of Mary Kay Ash, the successful businesswoman who 
pioneered and ran Mary Kay Cosmetics for many years. Mary 
Kay’s childhood motto was “You can do it!” Her mother instilled 
those words in her daughter early on when it was necessary for 
Mary Kay to take over the care of her ill father once her mother 
took on full- time work. As young as five and six years old, she 
looked after the needs of her father.

Mary Kay’s biography, Miracles Happen,5 says that her mother 
phoned home from work to give instructions to her little girl on 
what to fix for dinner. Her mother always ended her call by saying, 
“You can do it!” And Mary Kay did.
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Carrying this motto into her adulthood, Mary Kay became 
known as the most successful female entrepreneur in America. In 
fact, many say it was against all odds that she began her cosmetic 
company in 1963, which continues to flourish today.

“My Mary”

While my father was irresponsible in caring for his family and was 
not home much of the time, when he was home, he and I often 
played cards together. No surprise there, right? We played Go Fish, 
War, and even an occasional game of Blackjack. I cherished those 
moments, of course. I was doing something with my dad. Other 
times, he’d nestle me under one arm while we worked together on 
the crossword puzzle in the newspaper. With just enough hints, 
even at an early age, I guessed a few of the words.

During those intimate times, Dad called me “My Mary.” To 
this day, I know that because of Dad’s positive words to me in 
my early childhood and his many kindnesses over the years, I see 
God, our heavenly Father, as loving and caring and kind. I see 
Him as my Abba (Daddy) Father (Mark 14:36). There are times 
I even imagine the Lord calling me “My Mary.” After all, it says 
in His Word that He calls His sheep by name (John 10:3). When 
I hear those words in my spirit, I am comforted, reassured, and 
encouraged in my faith— and I’m reminded of my earthly father 
and the precious and few times we spent together.

Besides my dad, many in my youth influenced me with their af-
firmative words. If you recall a relative, friend, teacher, mentor, or 
coach who encouraged you and spoke positively into your life, think 
about writing a note of thanks to them. On the flip side, make a 
point often to write, call, or visit others and speak life- giving words 
to them, keeping in mind that what you say to others today could 
influence them for years to come, maybe for the rest of their lives.
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To those who have been on the receiving end of negativity and 
may be walking around with one or two unhealthy childhood 
mottos, there is hope, which we will begin to uncover in the next 
chapter. I guarantee, if you have a heart open to understanding 
and are willing to take time to consider why those words were 
spoken to you in the first place, you can begin to heal and walk in 
the freedom God has for you.

IT’S YOUR TURN

 1. What words spoken to you as a child do you believe became 
a positive or negative childhood motto? Maybe you have 
more than one motto. Feel free to list them here.

 2. If the motto was positive, how has it affected your life over 
the years?

 3. If the motto was negative, what has been its effect on you?

 4. Who in your life today could benefit from hearing your posi-
tive words of affirmation and encouragement? Make a list 
and then make a point to call or write.
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