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Nearly two years have passed since the Houston 
Chronicle launched a series of articles exposing an 
abuse crisis among an alarmingly large number 
of Southern Baptist churches. That investigation 
into church sexual abuse told about the harm 
done to over 700 survivors, including children 
as young as 3 years old. What stood out in these 
articles was the contrast between the courage 
and resilience of the survivors of this abuse with 
the horrific depravity of those who would prey 
on them—and, further, to use the name of Jesus 
to prey on them. 

In the wake of that report, I, along with 
many others, called on Baptist Christians, as a 
first step, to see what was before us, and not to 
turn away. At the time, some ridiculed concerns 
about sexual abuse as an irrational sweep into 
a secular #MeToo moment, implying that the 
issue was merely “political correctness” over 
something that isn’t a problem within church 
life. Others suggested that the church should 
not concern itself with questions of “justice,” 
and that preaching the gospel itself will resolve 
matters of injustice. Some seemed more con-
cerned with investigating those who would 
name the problem for what it is than with 
investigating the problem itself. Thankfully, 
multitudes of churches and Christians rejected 
wrongheaded responses—or non-responses—
as dangerous to the lives of present and future 
survivors of these horrors and to the witness of 
the church itself. 

Every rape, every sexual exploitation, every 
grooming toward such, is evil and unjust. 
Sexual abuse is not only sin but also a crime. 
All of it should be prosecuted in the civil arena, 
and all of it will be brought before the tribu-
nal of the Judgment Seat of Christ. Nothing is 
worse than the use of the name of Jesus to prey 
on the vulnerable, or to use the name of Jesus 
to cover up such crimes. What we must learn 
from all of this is that the issue of predators in 

the church is not a secondary one. Churches 
must not simply brush up their policies or pay 
fleeting attention to the issue because of the 
cultural moment. This is a primary issue, one 
that Jesus himself warned us about from the 
very beginning. 

The church is a flock, he told us, vulnerable 
to prey. That’s why, he said, the church would 
need shepherds who would know both how to 
feed the flock with the Word of God and also 
to protect the flock from predators who would 
tear them apart ( John 10:10-14). The Holy Spirit 
warned us expressly that some would infiltrate 
the church to carry out their sexually violent 
depravity (2 Tim. 3:1-9; 4-13).

We should see this scandal in terms of the 
church as a flock, not as a corporation. Many, 
whether in Hollywood or the finance indus-
try or in many forms of organized religion, see 
such horrors as public relations problems to be 
managed. But nothing could be further from 
the way of Christ. Jesus does not cover up sin 
within the temple of his presence. He brings 
everything hidden to light. We should too. 
When we downplay or cover over what has 
happened in the name of Jesus to those he loves 
we are not “protecting” Jesus’ reputation. We 
are instead fighting Jesus himself. 

Two years later, we should not be frustrated 
by the Houston Chronicle’s reporting. We should 
thank God for it. The Judgment Seat of Christ 
will be far less reticent than a newspaper series 
to uncover what should never have been hidden, 
and to protect those who never should have 
been unprotected. 

Jesus loves the little children, all the children 
of the world, and he will have the last word. 

 

 Russell Moore
 President, ERLC

Jesus Will Have 
the Last Word

THIS IS A PRIMARY 

ISSUE, ONE THAT JESUS 

HIMSELF WARNED 

US ABOUT FROM THE 

VERY BEGINNING. 

ERLC.Com 3

F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T



70
COMMENTARY

Surviving Abuse
For too long, many who experi-
enced sexual abuse were in the 
shadows. Courageously, several 
brave survivors have chosen to 
break the silence.

10

On the cover, designer 
Jacob Blaze depicts  
the way victims of 
sexual abuse are often 
right in front of us  
but suffer alone in  
the shadows.

Book Reviews 08

Statistics30

From The Editor07

Resources 74

ALSO IN THIS ISSUE

4 LIGHT  

C O N T E N T S



Light Magazine 
Volume 6, Issue 2
Copyright © 2020 The Ethics & 
Religious Liberty Commission

Editor-In-Chief  Russell Moore

Editor  Jason Thacker

Managing Editor  Lindsay Nicolet

Staff Editors  Marie Delph
  Jenn Kintner
  Alex Ward 

Creative Director  Jason Thacker

Graphic Designer  Jacob Blaze

SUBSCRIPTION INFORMATION 
Light Magazine is a semiannual  
publication of The Ethics & 
Religious Liberty Commission.  
Print subscriptions are available for 
$10/year at erlc.com/light. Electronic 
versions, as well as previous issues, 
are available at ERLC.com.

The ministry of the Ethics & 
Religious Liberty Commission (SBC) 
is made possible by the sacrificial 
gifts of Southern Baptists to the 
Cooperative Program. We are grateful 
for the Cooperative Program and the 
prayerful support of Southern Baptists 
around the world.

SPOTLIGHT

Pressing On   TRAVIS WUSSOW    
The staff of the ERLC provide 
updates on the continued efforts 
of the SBC to address abuse.

34

How to Talk to Your Kids 
About Sexual Abuse    
CASEY B. HOUGH AND HANNAH HOUGH    
As parents of five kids, Casey 
and Hannah recount how they  
have talked about abuse with  
their children.

38

Walking with the Broken   
JAMIE IVEY    
How would you respond to friends 
who have endured abuse? Jamie 
Ivey tells her story.

42

Adam and Eve After 
#MeToo   RUSSELL MOORE    
Men and women are equal, yet 
distinct. It's vital that Christians 
affirm there is no justification for 
abuse or mistreatment as we hold 
to this theology.

46

How the Grooming  
Process Leads to Child 
Sexual Abuse    
SAMANTHA KILPATRICK     
Experience attorney and former 
prosecutor, Samantha Kilpatrick, 
opens our eyes to how predators 
groom children.

50

When the Sheep Are 
Preyed Upon   DIANE LANGBERG     
Churches should be safe and 
trusted places. Yet, Diane Lang-
berg alerts us to the dangers of 
spiritual abuse.

54

What Should  
Counselors do  
When Encountering  
a Domestic Abuse  
Situation?   JONATHAN HOLMES

Domestic abuse happens far  
too often. Jonathan Holmes  
helps pastors and counselors 
respond to instances of abuse 
immediately and in the  
long term.

58

9 Ways to Protect  
Your Child from  
Sexual Abuse    
JUSTIN AND LINDSEY HOLCOMB

Justin and Lindsey Holcomb 
equip parents with the knowl-
edge they need to protect their 
kids from abuse.

62

First Steps When a  
Victim Discloses Abuse   
BRAD HAMBRICK, ET AL.

When someone reveals abuse, 
it’s important to respond well. 
The Church Cares Curriculum 
provides needed guidance.

68

What Happens  
When You Call CPS?    
BRAD HAMBRICK, ET AL.

Calling CPS can be daunting if you 
are uncertain what will happen. 
The Church Cares Curriculum 
helps clear up misunderstandings.

66

How do We Minister 
Slow Hope?   BRAD HAMBRICK

Brad Hambrick prepares the 
church to walk alongside those 
who have survived abuse on the 
long road to healing.

70

CONNECT ONLINE
 /erlcsbc 
 @erlc
 @erlcsbc

www.ERLC.com 

ERLC.Com 5



Making Your 
Church Safe 
for Survivors 
and Safe  
From Abuse
The Caring Well Challenge is a unified call  

to action for Southern Baptist churches in an 

ongoing endeavor to be safe for survivors and 

safe from abuse. The Caring Well Challenge 

provides churches with a clear pathway to 

immediately enhance their efforts to prevent 

abuse and care for abuse survivors. 8 steps. 

12 months. Every church. That’s the vision  
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T
The floodgates began to open up in October 2017 with the phrase “Me too” on Twitter. Exhausted 
and fueled by the injustice of abuse and the devastation of enduring years of cover-up, people 
began to share their accounts of sexual abuse and assault, which led to countless predators being 
brought to justice amid a powerful movement that continues today. 

Some of the stories that circulated in the media included the conviction of Harvey Weistein, a  
powerful film producer; the firing of Matt Lauer, the long-time co-host of the “Today Show,” in 
light of numerous sexual harassment allegations; and the trial and conviction of Larry Nassar, the 
USA gymnastics doctor, who was a serial child sexual abuser. 

Yet, for all the stories that made national headlines, there were countless other victims whose 
names may never be known but who courageously decided to share what happened to them and 
bring their abusers to account. Many of them revealed that abuse wasn’t just in the world but that 
tragically their victimization was tied to the church. As a Christian woman, I am horrified by 
what people have endured at the hands of those who should have kept them safe in Jesus’ name. 
This should not be so. 

The ERLC, together with the Sexual Abuse Advisory Group of the SBC, has continued work-
ing to try to prevent more terrible instances like this from happening in the future and to care 
well for victims. That’s why we wanted to focus this issue of Light Magazine on educating and 
equipping Christians to stand against sexual abuse and advocate for the safety and care of those 
within our churches. 

This volume includes various resources that we pray will be used to help make our churches 
safe for survivors and safe from abuse, including an article by Travis Wussow, the ERLC’s vice 
president of public policy, that covers updates on the SBC’s ongoing work in this area; a piece by 
Justin and Lindsey Holcomb on how to protect your children from sexual abuse; and a reflection 
by Brad Hambrick, editor of the Becoming a Church that Cares Well for the Abused curriculum, 
on ministering to those who have experienced abuse. Most importantly, this edition contains 
personal testimonies from brave survivors who have chosen to share their experiences in order 
to benefit others. We welcome your feedback at caringwell@erlc.com if you have questions or 
comments after reading this issue. 

Too many have been hidden in plain sight as victims of abuse, and it is our prayer that our 
powerful and compassionate Father would use efforts like this magazine to bring hope, help, and 
healing to the ones who should have received the dignity and respect they deserve as those made 
in God’s image. Though the work is plentiful, the road is long, and the obstacles are many, we must 
press on, offering support, care, and the love of our Savior, who will not allow his beloved to be 
overcome by the darkness. 

 Lindsay Nicolet

 Managing Editor, Light Magazine
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Books

R E V I E W S

Is It Abuse?:  
A Biblical Guide 
to Identifying 
Domestic Abuse 
and Helping 
Victims  

 by DARBY STRICKLAND 
 

You would think abuse would 
be easy to identify, but because 
of many dynamics of oppression 
including coercion, blame-shift-
ing, manipulation, threats, and 
danger, it often takes patient care 
over time to identify domestic 
abuse. Abuse can be disorient-
ing and distressing for victims 
and for those walking alongside. 
Because of this, many don’t ven-
ture into those troubled waters. 
But the church must care for 
the vulnerable in their midst 
and confront oppression. In her 
book, Darby Strickland helps 
the church answer the question, 
“Is it abuse?” and equips the 
church to walk faithfully with 
care where abuse is present.

The book is immensely prac-
tical with inventories, cautions, 
encouragements, and steps for 
counselors and friends, but it’s 
also nuanced. It recognizes the 
need for wisdom and dependence 
on God to respond to specific 
situations. The book acknowl-
edges the need for help from 
experts and reminds the reader 
of their specific role, whatever 
it might be. The resources at the 
end alone are worth the price, 
but every pastor, counselor, or 
women’s ministry leader should 
read this book and then keep 
a copy on their shelf for refer-
ence and to utilize in the future.   
-jenn kintner

1
Into the Light - Bible Study Book: A Biblical 
Approach to Healing from the Past 
by MARY DEMUTH 

 
Into The Light is a seven-week Bible study that addresses trauma and healing by 
looking at Scripture. Author Mary DeMuth helps the churches not only care for 

the survivors in their midst, but care for one another in general. This study provides a 
theological understanding of shepherding, care, the church, sorrow, lament, justice, and 
repentance. The “We-Too Moments” each week provide practical action steps for caring 
for one another. And the discussion questions will help someone working through the 
study on their own reflect and will help those working through it together to listen well 
and better care for those who have been silenced by trauma. 

We don’t heal in isolation. We need one another, and this book brings hope and 
instruction from Scripture on how to heal together. DeMuth brings hope by pointing to 
God’s intent for the church and by helping those doing the study to be better neighbors 
and ambassadors to a “bleeding world” (150).  -jenn kintner

2

Redeeming Power: Understanding Authority and Abuse 
in the Church 
by DIANE LANGBERG 
 
Horrible atrocities have been done in the name of Christ. This should not be. In 
Redeeming Power by Diane Langberg defines power, addresses the various ways power 

has been abused in the church, and shows how power can be redeemed. Power rightly used is 
Christ-like power. Power abused, however, is “power used for the control and coercion of the 
victim” (93). This abuse of power dehumanizes, damages all involved, and “does untold damage 
to the body and name of Christ” (3).

In the book, Langberg addresses topics such as racism, sexual abuse, domestic abuse, and 
spiritual abuse. It can be tempting to turn away from seeing these evils, but this book spurs the 
reader to instead enter in and to care for others. This is how Christ used his power; he entered 
in and acted on our behalf. Throughout the book, Langberg never fails to connect what is true 
and right back to Jesus himself. What has been destroyed by power abused, he uses his power to 
rebuild, and invites us to participate in his redemptive work (117).  -jenn kintner

3
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ow much is a girl worth? 
This question is both the title 

of Rachael Denhollander’s book 
and the lens through which she 

powerfully recounts the childhood sexual 
abuse she endured at the hands of Dr. 
Larry Nassar and the road to justice that 
she and many of her fellow survivors cou-
rageously forged. 

Her story of abuse is graphic and 
heartbreaking, illuminating not only the 
physical realities of abuse, but the emo-
tional scars that follow survivors long 
after their physical abuse ends. Though 
I am an attorney and advocate who has 
walked through trauma with many cli-
ents and friends, Denhollander’s detailed 
account of the suffocating pain and pro-
tracted grief that survivors of sexual abuse 
endure left me gasping for air. I could 
easily place myself in her shoes.

A TRUST BROKEN
In hopes of providing an outlet for my 

unbridled energy and neurotic resolve, 
my mother had placed me in my first 
gymnastics class at 3 years old. And it 
worked. Although a car accident side-
lined my ability to compete when I was 
8, I was far enough into the competitive 
gym scene at that point to understand the 
world Denhollander vividly depicts in her 
book—a world where little girls are pushed 
to their physical limits day after day, par-
ents are not allowed in practice areas, and 
you are punished for questioning authority. 

It was against this backdrop that Den-
hollander and her fellow survivors were 
serially sexually assaulted by Nassar. 

Denhollander graciously and construc-
tively allows her readers to feel the 
weight of each triggered memory, each 
significant life milestone marred by the 
painful scars of abuse, and the perpetual 
silencing of a victim’s voice by abusers 
and the institutions who protect them.

THE INJUSTICE SURVIVORS FACE
Denhollander also walks her readers 

through one of the questions that looms 
so large in the face of so many survivors, 
“Why don’t victims report?” What is a 
Girl Worth? exposes the tidal wave of 
inequity that faces each survivor when 
disclosing abuse. Through her story of 
survival, Denhollander exposes not only 
her abuser, but also the institutions and 
authority figures who failed to protect 
so many from abuse and fail to follow 
through when a victim reports—from the 
church leaders who silenced her abuse at 
the hands of a church member when she 
was a small child; to the beloved coach 
she disclosed Nassar’s abuse to but who 
discouraged her from telling anyone else; 
to the university that had multiple reports 
of abuse but continued to let Nassar have 
access to children; to the defense attorney 
who drug her reputation through the mud.

OFFERING PERSPECTIVE 
But What is a Girl Worth? does more 

than just detail horrific abuse. It also pro-
vides perspective, modeling what those of 
us who want to help empower survivors 
and fight for justice can do. It spotlights 
the courageous survivors and advocates 
who push back against the seemingly 

impenetrable darkness; the detectives 
who listen and investigate fully; the prose-
cutors who listen and model their strategy 
based on the needs and desires of the vic-
tims and tenaciously argue the case; and 
the church members and friends who 
walk alongside survivors. Most impor-
tantly, it spotlights the resolute survivors, 
like Denhollander herself, who persevere 
despite unthinkable odds, to ensure that 
their abusers are stopped once and for all 
and no more little girls are hurt. 

Denhollander asks her readers the same 
question she asked the judge in Nasser’s 
sentencing hearing, “What is a girl worth?” 
And her beautiful testimony of sacrificial 
love and unrelenting pursuit of justice on 
behalf of others compels her audience to 
agree with the answer: Everything. These 
girls are worth everything.

H

A Model for How We  
Can Respond to Abuse 
A REVIEW OF WHAT IS A GIRL WORTH?

Palmer Williams

Palmer Williams is a legal and policy advisor for 
the ERLC with experience advocating for interna-
tional human rights and the sanctity of life.

IT SPOTLIGHTS THE RESOLUTE 

SURVIVORS, WHO PERSEVERE 

DESPITE UNTHINKABLE ODDS, 

TO ENSURE THAT THEIR 

ABUSERS ARE STOPPED 

ONCE AND FOR ALL  AND NO 

MORE LITTLE GIRLS ARE HURT.
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SURVIVING 
ABUSETESTIMONIES OF THOSE WHOSE LIVES  

HAVE BEEN FOREVER ALTERED BY ABUSE

Surviving Abuse
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SURVIVING 
ABUSE

For too long, many who experienced sexual abuse were in the shadows—fear, shame, confusion, 

and lack of listening ears resulted in silence. As a result, they were often alone while dealing with 

the fallout of being abused by those who should have protected them. In recent days, fueled by 

movements like #MeToo, the horrifying reality of sexual abuse—both its prevalence and menacing 

presence—has been brought to light. And Christians are rising up to support survivors and making 

sure churches are doing everything they can to be safe for survivors and safe from abuse. 

The brave survivors throughout the following pages have chosen to courageously break the silence. 

We're honored to be able to steward these testimonies in Light Magazine and pray the Lord uses 

them to continue bringing light to dark places. For, in Christ, “The light shines in the darkness, and 

the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:5).
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and my horror ended. Yet for years I 
remained locked in my own silent prison, 
held quiet by the deadbolt of their threats 
to harm my family if I told anyone. 
Meanwhile, they moved on to churches 
throughout Alabama during their careers 
and likely abused others. 

I am living proof that sexual abuse 
has been overlooked for many years in 
Southern Baptist churches. The research 
literature in medicine, psychology, and 
counseling overflows with studies sug-
gesting that sexual abuse, as an adverse 
childhood event, results in a predictable 
adult life cycle of depression, anxiety, 
mood disorders, posttraumatic stress 
disorder, substance abuse, isolation, 
hopelessness, suicidality, and more. 
When it occurs in the church, the 
additional trigger of spiritual betrayal 
instigates extensive self-blame and per-
vasive shame. 

When we encounter trauma, we most 
often search for God, but what happens 
when trauma occurs in the church? 
Sexual abuse in the church is a dese-
cration, a violation of the most sacred 
role and relationship, a trauma leav-
ing emotional and spiritual blinders. 
It kills the spirit. It is evil of the high- 
est order. 

It is a children’s Sunday School answer 
to say that sin is the cause, and superficial 

he disruption of my life began 
at age 14 in my small Southern 
Baptist church a few miles out-
side of Birmingham, Alabama. 

For months, my youth minister had 
showered me with flattering attention, 
telling me that God had chosen me to 
help his ministry. This grooming led to 
18 months of progressively worse sexual 
abuse, layered with threats. When I 
could not tolerate the abuse any longer, 
I told the only person whom I thought 
could stop it—my pastor. Implausibly, 
he was not receptive, and suggested that 
maybe I had brought it on myself. 

Now put your feet in my teenage 
Nikes and try to comprehend the extent 
of this evil. I had no way of knowing 
that my pastor not only knew about the 
abuse, but was also having an affair with 
my Sunday School teacher; the two min-
isters were locked in their own secrecy 
battle and had checkmated each other 
with blackmail, to my detriment. My 
pastor’s response was to fire the youth 
minister and pick up with me where the 
youth minister had left off. 

For another year, I stared at the worn 
carpet in my pastor’s office while he 
told me about pornography and activi-
ties I was still too young to understand, 
praying for the horror to stop. Finally, 
a deacon caught my pastor in his affair, 

T

A SURVIVOR OF CLERGY SEXUAL ABUSE  
IN A SOUTHERN BAPTIST CHURCH

Susan Codone
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It takes years of purposeful work to 
change the culture of indifference and 
develop a cure for such a poison. It takes 
a movement to change the culture, not a 
mandate, and movements begin with the 
undeniable burden that things are not 
right the way they are and must change. 
In this movement, we are not just an 
autonomous group of 47,000 churches; 
we are accountable before God as a coop-
erative movement capable of leveraging 
our enormous collective power to topple 
the culture of indifference. 

Sexual predators won’t stop just 
because we start paying attention. We 
will never rid ourselves of their evil, but 

we can reduce the risk and protect our 
own. Do you feel the conviction that 
things are not right the way they are? 
I have lived it deep in my soul for over 
30 years. We have a path forward that 
is within our collective power. Will 
we take that path and fight this evil, 
together as one? 

Dr. Susan Codone works as a professor and 
university administrator in Georgia. She has 
been married for 29 years and has three  
adult children. 

at best. The cause of sexual abuse in the 
SBC is rooted in our culture of casual 
indifference to predatory sexual behavior. 
This indifference is the expressionless face 
of denial and silence. Worn like a shield, 
indifference results in the catch-and-re-
lease practice of catching predatory staff 
members in the act and releasing them to 
move freely among other churches and 
organizations and harm others. 

This practice may pretend to protect 
the institution, but not the victims. 

Indifference also leads to the upside-
down prioritization of mercy over justice, 
demonstrated by the persistent protection 
of vaunted leaders who have clearly abused 
young people. When 
our churches, agen-
cies, and seminaries 
try to act first out 
of mercy rather 
than justice when 
confronting sexual 
abuse, we marginal-
ize the victims and 
God himself. 

Likewise, we see 
this look-the-other-
way indifference in 
our systemic failure 
to use law enforce-
ment in favor of 
“just dealing with 
it in the church.” 
Sexual abuse is not a 
mistake, bad behav-
ior, a reaction to stress, or a lapse in 
judgment. It is a crime, and abusers must 
face arrest and prosecution. In Southern 
Baptist culture, we have reversed God’s 
design; forgiveness and mercy originate 
from the victim and from God, not from 
the church as an employer. Determining 
innocence or guilt belongs to the courts. 
Sexual abuse is sin, but in classic preach-
ing mnemonics, the sin driving sexual 
abuse is empowered by our culture of 
Silence, Indifference, and Neglect. 

Sexual abuse in the SBC is an epidemic 
powered by a culture of our own making. 

SEXUAL ABUSE IN THE CHURCH IS A DESECRATION, 

A VIOLATION OF THE MOST SACRED ROLE AND 

RELATIONSHIP, A TRAUMA LEAVING EMOTIONAL AND 

SPIRITUAL BLINDERS. IT KILLS THE SPIRIT. IT IS EVIL 

OF THE HIGHEST ORDER.
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from harming the ones that they know. 
If anything, it's always proved to be the 
currency of abuse. To know him already 
was to leave my heart unguarded. So, 
imagine my surprise when I was told to do 
something that I've never done or known 
or seen or heard. This act. My inability to 
breathe during it. The dark basement. The 
adults upstairs never coming to see what 
a 16-year-old boy might be doing with a 
first grader.

My mother, at work, believing her baby 
to be safe, trusting that the people she 
left me in the care of would protect me 
as only she would. But there again is the 
contradiction of familiarity. You expect it, 
and the people it describes, such as family 

or friends, to mean that they are trust-
worthy. You hope their nearness makes 
them that, or at least you hope to have 
enough wisdom to be able to discern if 
there is a serpent up their sleeves. But he's 
crafty enough to hide from even the most 
protective eyes. 

When the teenage boy, the one whose 
name I will forever remember and never 
speak, was finished. I was able to breathe 
again. And he never told me not to tell, or 
maybe he did, and I just don't remember. 
But what I do know is that it became a 
secret because to tell someone, I thought, 
was to implicate myself in an act of doing 
something that ought not be done. Being 
a child, I didn't have the capacity to even  

t's hard to describe the indescrib-
able, especially considering age and 
how it makes memories dim and 
inaccurate at times. I don't remem-

ber plot points. I don't know what color 
shirt I had on. I don't know if it was blue 
or orange or black like the room it all 
happened in. And I don't remember how 
he got me to follow him into the base-
ment; if he bartered the promises of toys 
or candy with me; if he led me by the 
hand, or if I ran after him like any child 
under 7 does when around a teenage boy 
that they trust. 

But there I was, completely unaware, 
with no context for how familiarity with 
someone by no means excludes them 

I

Jackie Hill Perry
A SEXUAL ABUSE AND TRAUMA SURVIVOR
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consider that his evil was not also my 
own. I'm the one that followed him into 
the basement. I'm the one that whis-
pered in between the shadows. I am the 
one that silenced my laugh to replace it 
with silence. I am the one who let him 
take my breath and my body from me. I 
didn't speak of that day until I learned of 
its name.

NAMING WHAT HAPPENED TO ME 
I was 14 and watching an episode of 

“Oprah” because Oprah is America's ther-
apist. There was a woman speaking, with 
wet eyes and a cracked voice, and she 
was telling Oprah about the molestation 
that occurred in her home. She described 
the scenario in which her innocence was 
overcome. And as I listened to her story, 
I thought of the basement's darkness 
and what happened inside of it. What I 
heard from her and what I remembered 
sounded the same, except I'd never given 
it a name like she did. 

To me, it was just something that hap-
pened. But according to this woman, I was 
a victim of sexual abuse. To call it by name 
allowed me to connect dots. The conse-
quences of abuse like fear and shame and 
control dominated my days. But it had a 
source that I could not acknowledge until 
it was reintroduced to me. It was not 
merely that a teenage boy did something 
to me when I was little. That's far too 
abstract, which mutes the heartbreaking 
reality of what actually happened. It was 
that I was molested and violated by an 
image-bearer who did not see me as one. 
What happened was perversion, demonic, 
a tragedy, the product of a corrupted 
bloodline, a cursed humanity, a dying boy 
spreading death because he thought to 
steal from me would give him life. To call 
it by name, no matter how painful, was to 
make sense of it all; to put flesh on floating 
bones and watch it walk.

If I wanted to be healed, I needed to 
be specific about what had been broken. 
I always thought that healing was an 
immediate act of God dependent upon 

the measure of my faith, like the woman 
whose bleeding stopped the moment that 
she touched God's clothes. Though I had 
no hem to hold, I had all of the time to 
pray; to ask God to deliver me from what 
that almost-man did to me. But what I've 
come to learn of God is that his healing 
is gradual and unassuming, and it usually 
begins with the hard work and some-
times unintentional revelation that the 
trauma actually exists. 

UNEARTHING THE PAIN 
Everything related to my molestation 

that needed to be healed had to be recog-
nized first. It wasn't until my now husband 
began his pursuit of my heart that much 
of the unearthed pain surfaced. He liked 
me, and I liked him. We followed each 
other on Twitter and liked each other's 
posts. But when we voiced our attractions 
for each other, and he followed through, 
I shut down. I became hard, unfeeling. 
And for the life of me, I did not under- 
stand why. 

I wanted to love him freely. I wanted to 
let him hold me. I wanted to be vulnera-
ble, but I couldn't. He wanted to lead me 
well. But complementarianism as it looks 
when lived was terrifying when I remem-
bered what happened the last time I let a 
boy lead me. I learned my lesson on let-
ting a man use my trust as food for his 
demons, and it made me hypervigilant, 
always needing answers to motivate me 
to action, always questioning things so 
I had enough information to guarantee 
safety. How could I know that this new 
boy wouldn't be and do the same? That 
he actually wanted me and not just my 
body? What proof did I have that I'd be 
able to breathe when he was in the room, 
and that I wouldn’t have to hold my 
breath until he finished?

Trauma makes you inquisitive. It makes 
you doubt everything and everybody. It 
makes you squint your eye at the familiar, 
rummage through your memories, and 
project what you gathered onto anybody 
that might mimic it. It makes you afraid 
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healing me now, because he is. He is using 
my husband's patient love, my commu-
nity's constant ear, and my therapist’s 
insight to mend me, but I am not satis-
fied with that. And I don't believe that 
I have to be. This incomplete healing is 
what propels my hope for a more suffi-
cient one—a healing that is not limited 
by space and time. A healing that isn't 
undone by what triggers me here. 

There, in heaven, is when I will be 
made whole. And not merely by faith, 
but tangibly. I will see it. I will feel it. I 
will know it. I won’t need a sermon or 
podcast or conference to convince me. It 
will be an eternal reality because what is 
mortal will be swallowed up by life. This 
body, with all of its fear and shame, will 

be done anew. I will no 
longer have to force 
myself to think on 
whatever is good and 
pure. I will do it on its 
own accord. Whatever 
memories I will have, 
they won't have any 
control over me. 

They will remind me  
of Jesus and how he 
suffered too. How men 
made in his image did 
not recognize him as 
God. They abused his 
body before killing 
it, but they could not 
control the body nor 

the God that they abused. His resurrec-
tion is all of the proof that I need that 
he will make all things new—and not 
just this world and the heavens and the 
church, but me, my mind and my heart 
and my body will resurrect into some-
thing glorious. 

In heaven, I won't have to hide behind 
the delusion of strength to protect myself  
from pain. I will still be weak, as all 
humans are, but I will be stronger than 
I have ever been. In heaven, I won't have  
to be afraid of intimacy. The one-flesh 
union between spouses and the closeness 

experienced between Christians of all 
kinds is but a metaphor of what is to 
come. I am constantly finding leaves 
to cover my nakedness, but there we 
will be completely exposed and yet 
unashamed of what our neighbors will 
see. They will see us for what we are and 
what we've always wanted to be, which 
is free.

In heaven, there will be a man that 
has never taken advantage of me. A man 
that has always used his power to serve. 
A man who unrobed to cover my shame. 
I have followed him out of darkness and 
into light. And with him I can breathe at 
all times. There he is, seated at the right 
hand of his Father and mine. Fully victo-
rious, not only over my sin, but also over 
what the sins of other people have done 
to me. Neither their sin nor mine was 
missed during the crucifixion. Jesus sees 
and settles the dust that the devil kicks up 
around us. The serpent, though crafty, is 
still a created thing who will bow before 
the King one day. The devil and the death 
that he brings will die. 

And this is our hope: that all will be 
made right one day, even when it doesn't 
feel like it.

There will be a new heaven and a new 
earth with new people living on it—
people that we can know well and trust 
thoroughly. And don't think that when 
I speak about heaven I am disregarding 
the trauma of today. I speak about heaven 
because it reminds me that today and all 
of its troubles are not eternal. So I can be 
honest about my struggle without being 
cynical, and I can look forward to what 
is to come without being negligent.

Jesus is healing me, and Jesus will heal 
me. It is an already-and-not yet-reality 
that has made my days much brighter. 
Yes. It hurts, still. But, what has happened 
to me or us won’t hurt forever. Trauma 
will not have the final say. Jesus will.

to be yourself, to be honest, to have faith 
in anything other than God and your own 
feeble attempts at self-preservation. And 
it makes you jealous when you see other 
people who only held their breath under-
water and not in basements, so they have 
no fear of swimming in the dark; when 
you see a woman being held by their lover, 
and they love it. They don't resist his affec-
tion for fear of what it might mean or 
do. They delight in his love, and they tell 
him why. They don't see vulnerability as a 
threat, but a gift. The sexually traumatized 
can only imagine a world where they don't 
have a ghost in their bedroom at all times. 

I cannot tell you how frustrated I still 
am, because it does not matter how much 
theology I have attained now, I am still 

affected by what happened to me then. 
Even though my mind does not remember 
all of the details, my body does. I am all 
of 30, and I still feel like a 7-year-old on 
most days. I am still so fearful of following 
anybody, anywhere. I have made a living 
out of showing people how to breathe, 
but here I am, still holding my breath, still 
wondering if when I surface there will be 
someone to say, “Jackie, you will be OK.”

JESUS HAS THE FINAL SAY 
At this point, heaven is my ultimate 

hope of healing. It isn’t that God is not 

Jackie Hill Perry is a poet, writer, and hip 
hop artist. 
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stereotypes that victims don’t need. This 
long journey reveals a powerful para-
dox for survivors: the more one heals, 
the more one can hurt, because I’m able 
to feel more. My story can be unpacked 
through several key observations.

1. I CANNOT CURE WHAT TIME MUST HEAL. 
I continue to be amazed how child-

hood sexual abuse (CSA) can scar people 
for life. My father was my abuser. When 
I learned what abuse was, I confided 
in my mother—but she did nothing. If 
I had spoken to my pastor in the late 

70s, I cannot imagine the fallout to my 
church community and family. It would 
be almost 20 years before I received any 
help—again, because I went looking. I 
now know that survivors can struggle 
with a unique profile of mental health 
issues, relational suspicion, interpersonal 
skills, addictions, “bent” views of gender, 
and skewed views of God. I also know 
these are not popular things to say. Then 
again, what’s palatable about incest? 

Survivors need safety and compassion, 
not timetables, suspicious questions, or 
theological adages about the sufficiency 

’m 53 now, some 40 years after my 
abuse started. Time has been a good 
teacher, but also a very painful one. 
It has only been about 14 years since 

I told my wife that I was abused. For male 
survivors my age, we often don’t get profes-
sional therapy until later in life—after kids 
have arrived and well into married life. How 
I wish I’d had the healing help I needed 
decades ago, but no one talked about sexual 
abuse then—especially of boys.

My story is a long journey of healing; 
a story of digging out landmines, redefin-
ing faith and family, and striving to dispel 

I
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of the gospel—from the nonabused. Even 
the richest truths still require timely 
application. Because sexual abuse is such 
an extensive breaking of interconnected 
realms of personhood (emotions, body, 
psyche, and faith), healing can be an art 
project for life. Biblical counselors should 
prioritize comforting over confronting. 
When the inexpressibility of trauma joins 
with the inexpressibility of God’s nature, 
the crisis for a survivor of faith can be pro-
found. It’s not about cure; it’s about care. 
That requires patience, not prooftexts. 

2. I CANNOT HEAL WHAT I WILL NOT NAME. 
One day, between teaching classes and 

following a number of “triggers” I’d been 
experiencing, I walked into a counselor’s 
office. Later I discovered he was also a sur-
vivor. Over the coming months, he taught 

me the horrible name of what I’d been 
avoiding my entire life and the extensive 
problems of not facing it. I learned to sit 
in the complexity of my pain. I learned 
to cherish psalms of lament. I learned 
that abuse had a history in my extended 
family. I learned that my church could not 

name some types of evil. I learned there 
were no support groups for male survi-
vors. I learned that unwanted experiences 
create unwelcomed testimonies. 

Wise leaders know that significant 
healing requires accurate naming. Such 
naming is not labeling, because the motive 
and tone are different. Preachers and lead-
ers must be faithful to teach what we find 
in Scripture. For example, the first book 
of the Bible includes stories of shame and 
sexual abuse, even of men—nakedness 
and isolation (Gen. 3), Noah’s exploitation 
(Gen. 9), attempted male gang-rape (Gen. 
19), Lot’s daughters’ incest of their father 
(Gen. 19), Dinah’s rape (Gen. 34), and the 
attempted seduction of Joseph (Gen. 39). 
Scripture’s sword is sharper than our sto-
ries, and far more nourishing (Heb. 4:12). 
For the faith community, biblical naming 

reaches beyond hashtags, safe spaces, 
and image management. Naming fosters 
healing and knowledge of an ancient evil. 
Leaders must give victims the gift of true 
names, support groups, laments, qual-
ity Bible teaching, and opportunities for  
raw testimonies. 

3. I WILL NOT NAME WHAT  
I AM UNWILLING TO GRIEVE. 

As a professor of Bible, and one who 
respects the printed page, I looked for 
quality books on abuse from a faith per-
spective. I found little. Material for abused 
men was especially scant, lost in the poli-
tics of a sexualized culture, gender fluidity, 
and a craving for status. The Long Journey 
Home and Naming Our Abuse were two 
books that grew out of my story. 

In addition, my church had collective 
fear, psychological ignorance, and arro-
gance toward the broken. The elders 
disciplined me because I would not display 
the kind of reconciliation they thought I 
owed my abuser. They did not understand 
the difference between forgiveness and 
reconciliation. What I desperately needed 
were leaders who were empathetic, trau-
ma-informed, and capable of grieving with 
me. In fact, my entire church needed les-
sons in collective grief for the one in four 
women and one in six men who experience 
abuse. Because of the growing antagonism 
toward me, I eventually left that church.

Collective grief is the antidote to dis-
enfranchised grief. Leaders must model 
such things. But leaders who live with 
their own uninspected pain will not 
be able to enter into the pain of others. 
Beyond just the penitential psalms (e.g., 
Pss. 32, 51), lament is the language of vic-
tim’s grief, not just sin’s confession. If 
we are unwilling to lament, then we are 
unprepared to face the pain that needs 
it. Find leaders who know what grieving 
and lament are. These are shepherds who 
have faced their own pain.

4. I WILL NOT GRIEVE WHAT  
I AM UNPREPARED TO REDEEM. 

One of the more difficult tasks I needed 
to do was tell my children. They needed 
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to know, for example, that my anger was 
not their fault—that was on me. This 
was an important way to redeem my 
deep frustration. By “redeeming,” I’m 
referring to a release from toxic shame, 
exchanging some core experiences, and 
restoring a dignity and purpose within 
family and church. Survivors need these 
“exchanges.” One of abuse’s darkest 
secrets is that it can run 
in families for genera-
tions. By informing my 
children in age-appro-
priate ways, I helped 
stop the cycle. It’s called 
being a hinge-parent. 
What is not transformed 
risks being transferred 
to the next generation. 
I needed to redeem my 
experience from many 
different angles.

The collective faith of 
the Body of Christ helps 
buoy the survivor, renewing healthy pat-
terns of behavior, and restoring trust and 
relational vulnerability. When we “weep 
with those who weep” (Rom. 12:15), then 
we are grieving a loss as Christ meant 
for us to do. The church community and 
leaders also need to be aware that some 
language, for example, can be painful 
to hear: “present your bodies as a living 
sacrifice” (Rom. 12:1) is loaded language 
for survivors who have been physically 
pillaged. Often, the victim’s story sits too 
close to the biblical story. Both leaders and 
laity need to practice sensitivity with the 
language and texts of Scripture. Restoring 
their trust in people can be as complex as 
restoring confidence in Scripture. Unless 
Bible passages of brutality, rape, and incest 
are addressed with some warning, psycho-
logical insight (e.g., Tamar in 2 Sam. 13), 

and even an apology for victims in the 
audience with PTSD struggles, these will 
remain texts of terror, and largely avoided 
by abuse victims. 

Healing is more than the art of self-an-
nouncement. Society often confuses 
advocacy for the abused with a vitriolic 
protest that cares little for the redemp-
tive horizon of faith. That said, what 

churches and families do need to under-
stand is that survivors have been betrayed 
at many levels. Show survivors patience, 
a listening ear, and the willingness to 
help redeem their PTSD symptoms 
by keeping quality books on abuse in 
a church library and offering support 
groups for both women and men. Are we  
doing this?

5. I CANNOT REDEEM  
WHAT I PREFER TO REDEFINE. 

I never asked for my story, but sto-
ries teach us how to feel, messy as they 
often are. Many elements of my life 
have improved so much in my healing 
journey. But I still struggle to trust and 
can’t stand conflict. Healing does not 
remove suspicion, but it does give one a 
sixth sense. So I’ve had to learn another 

paradox: relationships uniquely wound 
us, but they also uniquely heal us. I dare 
not redefine any of my struggles or just 
give up because relationships can be  
so difficult. 

The church also gives up on survivors 
when it redefines incest and abuse as a 
“bad situation” or slaps Romans 8:28 on a 
survivor before understanding their story.  

This reminds me of Paul’s 
words about an incident 
of incest, “that even 
pagans do not tolerate . . . 
Shouldn’t you rather have 
gone into mourning?” 
(1 Cor. 5:1, 2). The right 
words are intentional and 
face reality. But a secu-
lar society that promotes 
“victim Olympics” wants 
a maximum platform to 
punish, not a lifetime ded-
icated to healing. In other 
words, society craves 

an identity without closure and protest 
without nurture. So the church must 
declare, in advance of their next victim 
who bravely speaks up, that they are ready 
with the full care of Christ, expressed 
through his body, in the power of the  
Holy Spirit.

Let’s name this most ancient evil 
for the 12-year-old child in the church 
youth group who doesn’t know how to. 
Knowing that our scarred Lamb (Rev. 
5:6) takes wounds seriously helps us take 
our wounded seriously. Sadly, many 
abused people have already left, before 
we heard their stories. Now is the time 
to start listening.

Andrew J. Schmutzer is a professor of Bible at 
Moody Bible Institute. 
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Mr. Bob had touched him inappropriately. 
To use his words, “he touched me where 
the bathing suit covers me. You’ve always 
told me no one should ever touch me 
there.” I continued to listen as he shared 
more. I was careful not to ask leading 
questions. It was easy to do because I was 
having problems forming words of my 
own at the time. I was feeling a range of 
emotions: horror, anger, shock, betrayal, 
concern for Wesley, concern for my two 
older children, and concern for children in 
our church. The repercussions of this one 
man’s actions seemed to have no end. This 
was not a normal Sunday evening! 

Did I believe what my son was telling 
me? Absolutely. I got Wesley calmed 
down and immediately went to my older 

t was a Sunday in the spring of 
2003. Our youngest son, Wesley, 
was weeks from his 9th birthday. 
Sundays were (and still are) busy 

days in our household as my husband, 
Marty, is a pastor. 

Wesley and a friend had gone camp-
ing with a family friend and colleague 
of my husband’s over the weekend. The 
boys got back from their camping trip in 
time for Sunday School. Wesley was tired 
and “out of sorts” that morning, but I 
brushed it off to a fun but tiring camping 
trip. That evening I realized I was dealing 
with something more complicated than 
an overtired child. 

As we were going through our normal 
bedtime routine, Wesley told me that  

I
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son’s room and asked him directly if Mr. 
Bob had ever made him feel uncomfort-
able or touched him inappropriately. The 
answer was no. I asked my daughter the 
same question and received the same 
response. I then told my husband, Marty, 
what Wesley had shared with me. The 
situation was unthinkable, almost impos-
sible to wrap our heads around, but we 
knew it was true. 

Our first responsibility was to Wesley 
and our family—to access the resources 
that were needed to handle the situation 
appropriately to begin the healing pro-
cess. We also felt a responsibility to our 
church family. It was important to shep-
herd them through this betrayal of trust. 
There were other victims who needed 
support and guidance. 

You see, Mr. Bob was the church organ-
ist and a friend and encourager to all. He 
was not what he seemed to be. Abusers 
will often befriend and groom the child, 
their family, and entire organizations to 
gain access to children. Mr. Bob had done 
exactly that. 

We were able to stop this man because 
we spoke up. We did not exercise the 
“privilege” of keeping our experience 
quiet. We knew nothing would change if 
we didn’t talk about our experience. We 
made a choice to lead by example and 
provide a pattern for others dealing with 
child sexual abuse to model. We reported 
the abuse and worked through the legal 
system to seek justice. We accessed 
every service available to help Wesley 
begin the healing process, including the 
local Children’s Advocacy Center, med-
ical attention, and counseling services. 
It was a long journey comprised of for-
ward steps and steps backward. In time, 
the forward steps happened with in- 
creased frequency. 

The trauma of child sexual abuse is 
real and had physical and emotional 
consequences for our son. He had dif-
ficulty concentrating 
and problems getting 
to sleep. There were 
multiple trips to the 
pediatrician for head-
aches, stomach aches, 
and asthma flare ups. 
The body will express 
your pain when you 
can’t use your words. 
School was a chal-
lenge. When one 
person in a family 
suffers, it impacts 
everyone. An abuser’s 
actions do not take 
place in isolation. We 
all felt the impact and 
had to work through 
the pain. 

What got us through 
this difficult time? 
Our faith. And a lot of 
prayer. We had the love 
and support of family 
and friends. We had a 
deep and abiding faith 
in God and knew that 
he would not leave us 
or forsake us. We are 
now all stronger in our 
faith and committed 
to addressing the issue 
of child sexual abuse 
and to supporting those who have expe-
rienced it. All praise and glory belong  
to God.

Carol Hogue serves at Darkness to Light as 
programs quality assurance specialist. 
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about what Bob had done. I was care-
ful to not try to lead him in any way. 
I just let him tell me what he wanted 
to. I could hardly believe what I was 
hearing. I knew he would not make up 
something like this. But even if he had, 
I would err believing my son. When he 
finished, I hugged him and told him we 
would put a stop to it, and we would do 
all we could to keep Bob from ever being 
able to do this again. 

I knew Bob and his wife were going on 
a cruise. I purposely stayed away from 
the church the next day so I would not 
have to see him. Then I contacted our 
deacon leaders and asked for a meet-
ing. In that meeting I laid out the story 
for them. With Bob away, we had some 
time to properly plan and respond. The 
deacons spoke with an attorney and got 
good legal counsel. Carol and I wanted 

s pastor, on Sunday mornings I 
always got to church way ahead 
of most others. On this partic-
ular Sunday, Wesley had just 

returned from a camping trip. But when 
he saw me for the first time, he grabbed 
me tightly and would not let go. I couldn’t 
even walk. I thought he was just happy to 
see me, not knowing the trauma he was 
going through. 

That night, after the children were 
in bed, my wife, Carol, told me what 
Wesley had told her. I was flabbergasted. 
Shocked. Hurt. Angry. Bewildered. We 
decided I would talk with Wesley about 
it the next day. We chose the evening, 
since she was out of the house for the 
evening, and I would have Wesley all 
to myself. He and I were sitting on the 
bed. He was in my lap, his back to me. I 
asked him about what he told his mom 
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to do everything the right way. We had 
to take care of our family. I also had a 
church congregation that would be griev-
ing through this process. 

When Bob returned home, two of our 
men met him at the door of the church 
and asked for his keys. He was termi-
nated because we had no confidence in 
him. They had taken me out of the pic-
ture at that time, which was good. 

Carol had reported the incident to the 
local police where the abuse occurred. 
A detective met with us at the Children’s 
Advocacy Center, and he observed a 
trained counselor interview Wesley about 
the abuse. When it was over the detec-
tive said he would arrest Bob that day if 
he could find him. When the arrest was 
made Bob was surprised there was only 
one count, since there had been another 
boy on the trip as well. The other boy did 
not tell until long after our ordeal. This 
was on a Wednesday, so at Prayer Meet-
ing I told the folks present that Bob had 
been arrested and was in jail, and I gave 
no other details. 

When Sunday came, I took time in the 
worship service to address the situation 
publicly. I wanted to assure folks that we 
were doing everything we could to make 
sure children were safe in our church. We 
hid nothing, except I did not say it was 
Wesley who had been involved. Many did 
not know who the child had been until 
months later. 

Going through the legal process was 
long, tedious, and trying. There was 
never a trial. The solicitor worked out 
a plea agreement in the end, which just 
put Bob on probation. But he also had to 
be on the sex offenders list. In our meet-
ings with the solicitor we gave all the 
facts we could, as well as giving names 
of other children we knew Bob had been 
with and were possible victims. In the 
end, some of the others did come for-
ward, and then Bob’s family knew we 
were telling the truth. 

During the year-and-a-half legal pro-
cess, we made sure every attorney and 

judicial official knew that we were not 
going away. We have never been afraid to 
stand up and take on anyone we had to. 
Though we were frustrated with the way 
the process went, we never wavered. We 
were at every meeting, even when we had 
been told we did not need to be there. We 
were not going away. 

After the story about Bob got out, I was 
amazed at how many others had stories 
and cautious feelings regarding Bob. He 
was crafty. Many, and even myself, felt 
something was wrong in the beginning, 
but chose to give him the benefit of the 
doubt. Over time he deceived us all. I 
had many people tell me they had been 
abused as a child, and had never told 
anyone, or they were not believed. It was 
like we turned on a faucet. Since we were 
open about everything, other people felt 
empowered to share their stories with us. 
We were suddenly thrust into a whole 
new ministry opportunity we never 
imagined or looked for. But since God 
had us there, we were going to embrace 
anyone and everything we had to. 

That ministry has not stopped. Other 
pastors have sought me out for help when 
they were faced with similar situations. 
Survivors have come to us for counsel. 
I have learned more about child sexual 
abuse than I ever wanted to, but now we 
certainly see the reason. 

We are very fortunate. Very few sur-
vivors tell, and certainly not on purpose. 
Wesley came to us freely. We are so 
thankful for that. God has led us through 
this so far, and we are still following 
him today as we continue this ministry 
opportunity passionately. 

Have I forgiven Bob? Absolutely. I have 
prayed for his reconciliation. I have not 
seen or spoken with him since all of this. 
Maybe I will run into him someday. I want 
to tell him, “I forgive you.” Forgiveness is 
much more empowering than anger.

Marty Hogue is pastor of First Baptist Church 
of Ravenel, South Carolina. 

ERLC.Com 23



at Baptist youth camps, and as an awk-
ward teenager and at my part-time job at 
Chick-fil-A. Becoming an adult brought 
on new natural curls I was unsure how to 
tame and pimples I covered up with foun-
dation that didn't match my complexion. 
I was insecure about my appearance, 
but as a new believer, I was confident in  
my salvation. 

I read these words and verses in text-
books as a religion major at a Baptist 
college. I worked in the religion depart-
ment as a student worker and attended 
and worked for a small Southern Baptist 
church. I survived on Easy Mac, Diet 
Mountain Dew, and very little sleep, but 
feeling called to the ministry kept me 
focused on the prize. 

Those words “called to ministry” defined 
me inwardly as a seminary student when  

women on campus were often defined as 
something else. Single women were some-
thing that needed to be fixed by marriage. 
And my favorite—we were there to find 
a husband. I was there because I knew 
with confidence God led me to that place 
to continue my education after college. I 
am, and I was, the child, teenager, college 
student, and now wife and mother sitting 
in the pews of your church.

SHAMED IN THE FACE OF ABUSE 
However, I felt those in authority did 

not see or value me as a child of God, a 
sister in need of protection, or a vulner-
able, hurting student when I reached out 
to them over a decade ago to report I had 
been raped. Instead, I was questioned 
and made to feel as if what happened 
was my fault. I vividly remember the 

edeemed. Forgiven. Justified. 
Chosen. Safe. Loved. Set free. A 
new creation. Free, indeed. Child 
of God. More than a conqueror. 

Never alone. Free from condemnation. 
Reconciled. Joint heirs with Christ. And 
complete in him. 

I have heard these words my entire 
life. As a three year old, sitting alongside 
my twin sister at my Southern Baptist 
church, clothed in identical, pink smock 
dresses, folded white eyelet socks, and 
shiny shoes. Mama always had a great 
way of making us look like perfect little 
identical angels, until we decided to roll 
under the pews during church or cart-
wheel through the balcony during “How 
Great Thou Art.” 

I heard these words from Bible 
verses, bright and shiny and exciting 

R
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bright pennies inside 
the penny loafers of 
the men I told about 
the assault. I remem-
ber looking down at 
the floor as I shifted 
from side to side, still 
in physical pain from 
what happened. I 
remember my hair was 
down because I used it 
to cover my face.

The visual in my 
mind was as though 
the men that ques-
tioned me were sitting 
in high stools while I 
sat in a regular chair. 
Much later I realized 
we all sat in the same 
chairs. But as I felt 
belittled by leaders to 
whom I'd come to for 
protection, the visual 
that comes to my mind 
does accurately reflect 
what I experienced 
when I reported being 
sexually assaulted to 

men who claimed the name and author-
ity of Christ. 

The day I reported what happened to 
me, I felt leaders saw a problem to be 
dealt with rather than a child of God who 
had been sinned against. I was a threat 
to an institution rather than a sister  
in Christ.

I was viewed as someone there to 
tarnish the reputation of the Church, 
instead of being seen as part of the body 
of the same Church. I was thrown away 
with no help. I lacked clarity about what 
happened. I believed I wasn't raped based 
on what I was told.

Sidenote: I was brought up to believe 
the adult, especially the pastor, the doctor, 
leaders, and especially Christian leaders 
are always right. To this day, I don't know 
how truth was reversed or how I sup-
pressed those memories into the deepest 
part of me. I never allowed myself to go 
back. I kept it a secret. 

BREAKING THE SILENCE, FINDING FREEDOM 
Now, let's fast forward nearly 15 years 

later to the spring of 2018. I am so hap-
pily married to someone that works in 
insurance. I married up, and he loves 
God more than anyone I went to school 
with. God has blessed us with two of the 
most beautiful children on the planet. I'm 
not biased. We have a great church, and 
I have a job that I love—not in ministry, 
as those dreams were crushed from the 
years of shame I carried. I have my own 
social media business, and I stay busy. In 
fact, I just recently received awards for 
top 20 professionals under 40 and was 
voted the best social media marketer in 
my community. 

Looking back now, being busy is what 
kept my mind occupied on something else. 
Because I work in social media, last spring 
I began to notice things that made me 
uncomfortable—headlines that shouldn't 
have been on my computer screen. I still 
remember the first story about a misogy-
nist and physically shaking my head while 
squeezing my eyes shut to try and push 
the memories away. But they began to viv-
idly appear. Those days were over, yet the 
fuzziness of what happened got clearer as I 
dove deeper into current events. While in 
public, at home, or asleep, I began feeling 
the jarring physical pain I pushed away 
for too many years. I tried not to read the 
stories, however, the flashbacks continued 
to come.

FOR THOSE WHO DON'T HAVE 

EXPERIENCE WITH A DIFFICULT 

SUBJECT, IT MAY BE HELPFUL 

TO KNOW SURVIVORS INSIDE 

AND OUTSIDE THE CHURCH 

WALK THROUGH LIFE WITH AN 

INCREDIBLE AMOUNT OF INTERNAL 

FEAR, ANXIETY, AND INSECURITY. 
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it now. Silence didn't discredit me in  
his eyes.

He wasn't afraid to tell me the phys-
ical symptoms I had at the time were 
no indication of the 
healthiness of my rela-
tionship with God. He 
wasn't afraid of me, 
and he wasn't afraid 
of modern medicine. 
He was secure in his 
role as my pastor, and 
he was educated. He 
wanted to make sure 
we knew insomnia can 
cause psychosis, which 
can lead to many other 
issues, including sui-
cide. And at the same 
time, my pastor knew 
he was not equipped 
with the tools in his 
office to treat what 
I needed. He knew I 
needed to see a med-
ical professional and 
encouraged us to do 
that immediately.

But that didn't stop 
him from reading 
Psalm 3 and other pas-
sages from the Bible that were the only 
balm to my soul and wounds that day. 
And he prayed for us. My pastor shared 
something with me that day I will never 
forget. He said, with a kind and meek 
smile, in the most gentle way possible, 
that he had always seen potential in me. 
Yet he also saw a reluctance to throw 
myself into ministry. We knew in that 
moment that the reluctance came from 
the shame that I carried for 15 years. 

He checked in on us after that almost 
daily to make sure I was seeking help. 

At my worst in the spring of 2018, my 
husband kindly and gently asked me why 
I was so angry. I yelled, and I screamed, 
and I told him exactly what happened for 
the first time. It was something I hadn't 
shared with anyone in 15 years. Speaking 
of it made it real. I can still hear him say, 
“Megan, you were raped.” 

Hear this: what I described at the time 
of my rape to the leaders of my school 
and what I described to my husband 
were identical stories. To some Southern 
Baptist leaders, it was a problem to be 
silenced, but to my husband, even in the 
unwarranted anger I hurled at him, he 
responded with clarity about what actu-
ally happened, and his first instinct was 
to immediately protect me, shield me, 
embrace me, and show me how much he 
loved me.

My husband was observant and 
patient. He saw me instead of my anger, 
and his concern was for me; he was never 
concerned with what others thought; 
protecting something or someone else; 
what this might cost us—in fact, what it 
has cost us. The next day, he took his very 
reluctant wife to see our pastor. It was so 
difficult for me to share that story again 
that I asked my husband to.

My pastor was the opposite of those 
men with the pennies in their shoes. He 
responded the same way my husband 
did—with humility and with validation 
when he didn't know what to say—and 
there were many times that happened. 
He didn't pretend to have answers. He 
wept for me, and he wept for us.

My pastor was patient as he listened. 
He wasn't quick to make assumptions 
about how I reacted or didn't react after 
my attack. He never questioned my 
years of silence or asked why I kept this 
secret for so long or why I was sharing 

YOUR IDENTITY IS IN CHRIST, 

WHETHER THERE IS AN ABUNDANCE 

OF EVIDENCE OR NONE, WHETHER 

JUSTICE PREVAILED OR JUSTICE 

WAS NOT SERVED. APOLOGY OR NO 

APOLOGY, REPENTANCE OR NONE.
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around me. Through therapy and EMDR, 
a treatment many have found life-chang-
ing for recovering from trauma, I found 
healing. EMDR took me back to those 
places, but I walked away from my attack 
knowing I'm no longer there, I'm whole, 
and I'm safe. 

For those who don't have experience 
with a difficult subject, it may be helpful 
to know survivors inside and outside the 
church walk through life with an incred-
ible amount of internal fear, anxiety, 
and insecurity. To this day, I question 
the validity of friendships and motives  
of people.

WHAT I WOULD SAY TO THE  
WOMAN WHO HAS BEEN ABUSED

What would I say to that hurting girl in 
the office with those men on high stools? 
What would I tell her so she could under-
stand the path to safety? 

I would help her with an understand-
ing of justice. While God is a God of 
justice, the past remains with me. Jus-
tice doesn't bring healing. There's a 
false perception that I will feel better 
once justice plays out the way I think 
it should. Sometimes it leaves survivors 
feeling more empty than before because 
of the security many believe it will pro-
vide. I've learned for many women that 
we're not prepared for what justice did 
not provide for them. 

Another false perception I had: As I 
came forward, others did with similar 
stories, but I didn't feel relief. In fact, my 
pain became more intense. I didn't feel 
better that there were more stories like 
mine. I felt regret, and I felt responsi-
bility. And new victims certainly didn't 
change my past. 

In addition, guard your story. Once 
you expose your story publicly, it can  

never be taken back. I never realized 
my motives and intentions would 
be questioned. I had no idea lawyers 
would ask if I was having financial or 
marital problems. I never expected to 
have pieces of my personal file exposed 
online. I wasn't prepared for the fact that 
members of my own family would not 
believe me. Overnight, I was no longer 
a person. Instead, I was reduced to a 
movement associated with a political 
party or theological shift they somehow 
felt could all be dismissed as agen-
da-driven and irrelevant. Once again, I 
was a threat to power, which made me  
the enemy. 

However, my story is the biblical story. 
While some may think I am their enemy 
or that anyone who speaks for the vul-
nerable among us is a threat, we are not 
that enemy. But there is an enemy. It’s 
the same enemy of every human who's 
ever lived, even those who disagree on 
the very issues we're discussing here. 
There was a day in the garden when no 
one had ever shed a tear, been hurt in 
any way, and when there was no separa-
tion between God and his creation. On 
that day back in the garden, when the 
enemy showed up as a crafty snake to 
twist God's words and to try and guar-
antee his seat of power, Eve listened and 
Adam followed rather than obeying the 
voice of God who had given them every-
thing they needed. 

What we're facing and discussing may 
seem new, and the dynamics of how to 
address these are specific to our time, but 
the source is the same enemy from the 
garden—a snake who wanted to be God, 
convincing people that if they will do 
this one thing, they can have power like 
God. Far too many have listened to him, 
and far too many are still listening. But it 

He contacted professionals. Without 
sharing my story or identity, he worked 
diligently to educate himself. After leav-
ing his office, I became consumed with 
something else. Leadership where my 
attack happened had changed. I knew 
they were probably unaware of what 
happened. I had this overwhelming 
sense of urgency to tell them in case 
there were other victims hurting and 
silenced as I was. It was all-consuming 
and kept me up at night. In my attempt 
to reach out to the school to try and care 
for victims I didn't even know, the past 
reality was the complete opposite of the 
men with those pennies in their shoes.

I was met with an immediate, “We 
will support you if you wish to press 
charges.” In addition, I was given access 
to my file. Right in front of me, in black 
and white, I read my file and the report 
of what happened, and my heart dropped 
into the deepest part of my stomach. I 
did report what happened. It was the 
same story I shared with my husband. 
I wasn't crazy. I found encouragement 
and validation that day when someone 
shared with me, “You were forced to 
show mercy when there should have 
been justice.” 

From that moment, I was and remain 
cared for by the institution I was con-
vinced had failed me. And yet those 
became some very dark days. For the first 
time, I was safe, heard, and believed, but 
that didn't erase the past. The memories 
I suppressed returned with a vengeance. 
At the time, I knew nothing of complex 
trauma or PTSD or what was happen-
ing inside me. I only knew what I was 
experiencing, which included physical 
pain, flashbacks, and insomnia to name a 
few. It wasn't pretty. What I was forced 
to look at made me question everything 
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doesn’t end there, because once 
the fruit of power has been con-
sumed, victims are inevitable. 
And then that enemy tells them 
lies—lies about who they are, 
which keeps them silenced. We 
must join together against this 
enemy and draw near to the 
one who has already crushed  
his head. 

Sisters and brothers strug-
gling with the same past 
experience as I am: your iden-
tity is in Christ, whether there 
is an abundance of evidence or 
none, whether justice prevailed 
or justice was not served. 
Apology or no apology, repen-
tance or none. Whether you 
are heard, believed, or have 
remained silent. When mem-
bers of my family did not give 
me the support I thought I so 
desperately needed, it brought 
me to my knees. The words of 
Rich Mullins best describe how 
this season has looked: “And 
now the night is fading and 
the storm is past, and every-
thing that could be shaken was 

shaken. And all that remains is all I ever 
really had.” 

And the words of God best describe 
what this has revealed: “The light shines 
in the darkness, and the darkness has not 
overcome it.” Light came from my hus-
band, who was the first voice of truth 
about what had been done to me and who 
has faithfully walked with me despite all 
it has cost us. The darkness has not over-
come the light. 

Light came from new leadership, who 
sat in chairs across from me, eye to eye 
and heart to heart, and shepherded me 

on the path to healing even when attacks 
came. The darkness has not overcome 
the light. 

Light came from rediscovering my 
calling to ministry and seeing God weave 
together my business experience and 
love for the Church to burst something 
new. The darkness has not overcome  
the light. 

And I have been told that the light 
comes from within me, which is 
Jesus—that despite the attack, trauma, 
humiliation, ungodly leadership, loss of 
family and friends, media, and the loss 
of more than you can imagine—all that 
loss—it is nothing compared to the light 
of Jesus; the Jesus who was attacked, 
who was mocked, who was dead but 
rose again, destroying that lie-telling, 
power-stealing enemy who wants to 
shove us all into darkness. No, he has 
not won. Jesus has won. I am his, and it 
is his love and power that shines in me 
when the shadows creep. The darkness 
has not overcome the light of Jesus and 
never will. 

So, I'm here today with confidence 
and with boldness, knowing I am in 
fact redeemed, forgiven, and justified. 
Chosen. Safe. Loved. Set free. A new 
creation. Free, indeed. Child of God. 
More than a conqueror. Never alone. 
Free from condemnation. Reconciled. 
A joint heir with Christ. And complete 
in him. Not because someone finally 
believed me. Not because I was given a 
second chance. Not because I'm called 
to ministry. But because of who I am  
in Christ. 

ALL THAT LOSS IS NOTHING 

COMPARED TO THE LIGHT OF 

JESUS; THE JESUS WHO WAS 

ATTACKED, WHO WAS MOCKED, 

WHO WAS DEAD  BUT  ROSE 

AGA IN,  DESTROYING THAT  

LIE-TELLING, POWER-STEALING 

ENEMY WHO WANTS TO SHOVE 

US ALL INTO DARKNESS.

Megan Lively is a wife, mom, and social media 
and marketing expert.
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A  N E W  S T U D Y  F O R  Y O U R  C H U R C H

Available now at ChurchCares.com

Becoming a Church that Cares Well for the Abused  brings together top experts  

from various fields to help leaders understand and implement the best practices for  

handling a variety of abuse scenarios at church, school, or ministry. 



Part of being able to fight against sexual abuse and to better 

care for survivors is understanding the truth about it. These 

statistics provide a sobering look at the scope of sexual abuse 

and reveal the staggering number of those who have been 

grievously victimized. By knowing the facts, we can begin  

to be equipped to make our churches safe for survivors and 

safe from abuse.

Sobering 
Statistics  
of Sexual 
Abuse

30 LIGHT  

S TAT I S T I C S



ERLC.Com 31



32 LIGHT  



ERLC.Com 33



Pressing 
On Equipping 

Churches to  
be Safe for  
Survivors and 
Safe From Abuse

Travis Wussow
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Southern Baptists gathered in Birmingham in 2019 and showed 

their continued commitment in exposing the evils of sexual abuse 

and fighting to make churches safe in several ways. One was by 

passing a resolution on the evils of sexual abuse. In that resolution, 

Southern Baptists asked for forgiveness “for failing to cultivate a 

culture of protection for those in Southern Baptist churches and insti-

tutions who have been sexually abused.” They resolved “to create  

Pressing 
On 
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a culture where victims can not only share about their abuse with 

the assurance of protection, but also receive care while church 

leaders fulfill their obligation to implement policies and practices 

that protect against and confront any form of abuse in the future.” 

As SBC President J.D. Greear said at the same 2019 Annual Meeting, “Our efforts on 
abuse don’t end here in Birmingham. This is just the beginning of a long journey together.” 
Important first steps have been taken on behalf of the SBC messengers’ resolve, and the 
ERLC and the Southern Baptist Sexual Abuse Advisory Group are committed to helping 
create a culture that does everything possible to be safe for survivors and safe from abuse 
by preparing churches, promoting action in Southern Baptist churches, and protecting 
the vulnerable through state-level public policy. Over the next year, the ERLC in partner-
ship with the SAAG will continue to work in this area in the following ways:

1. Preparing Churches
Since the Caring Well Challenge launch in 2018, over 1,000 churches have partici-

pated in 46 states or territories and several countries including Australia, Canada, Japan, 
Kenya, Kuwait, and South Africa. Over 2,800 churches have assigned the Becoming a 
Church that Cares Well for the Abused curriculum at churchcares.com. While we are 
thankful to see churches utilizing these resources and growing in their care and protec-
tion for people in their care, we recognize there is more to be done. We have updated 
the challenge to allow churches to join at any time and receive resources and equipping 
over the course of the following year. We will continue to promote and emphasize the 
Caring Well Challenge in the years to come.

Several resources have been developed to meet those needs including the Becoming 
a Church that Cares Well for the Abused curriculum, the Caring Well Challenge, the 
Caring Well Conference, and the Introductory Guide to Caring Well. Over the next 
year we will continue to release new resources that take the topics raised in the Caring 
Well Report to a deeper level, such as the hiring guide, reporting guide, following dis-
closure resource, camp guide, and VBS guide. 

2. Promote Convention-Wide Action
The SAAG has and will continue to promote action on the part of all congrega-

tions in the SBC to keep churches safer for survivors and safer from abuse. The ERLC  
hosted its National Conference in 2019 to confront the issue of abuse. The Caring Well 

Conference welcomed more than 1,500 
attendees to Dallas, Texas. Participants lis-
tened to survivors, learned from experts, 
and left equipped to strengthen their 
churches’ engagement on the issue. These 
conference resources are now available 
free of charge to help equip churches on 
this important issue. 

Step seven of the Caring Well Challenge 
includes the call to dedicate a Sunday ser-
vice to talking about abuse. While the 
commitment to safety and excellent care 
persists, congregations need to know the 
progress their church has made in making 
their churches safer for survivors and safer 
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already done in Texas and Missouri by Southern Baptist pastors and civic leaders. While 
it is imperative for churches to protect the vulnerable whether they are shielded from 
liability or not, implementing legislation according to the recommendations in this white 
paper can facilitate abuse disclosures and protect churches who do the right thing. 

The Sexual Abuse Advisory Group encourages Southern Baptist leaders and con-
gregants to assess the laws surrounding sexual abuse within their respective states to 
evaluate if any additional legislation is needed to both ensure that survivors of sexual 
abuse have access to justice and that future abuse is prevented.

The ERLC, in partnership with the SAAG, will continue to serve Southern Baptists by 
engaging in these long-term initiatives. This is not the end of our work on this important 
issue, but only the beginning. Supported by Southern Baptists, we must do everything 
we can to protect the vulnerable and care for the survivors among us.

from abuse. We recognize the need for a 
widespread change and understand that a 
cultural shift takes years of effort. We will 
continue to raise awareness and to train 
to help churches embrace the findings of 
the SAAG.

3. Protect the Vulnerable
The ERLC published a white paper as 

a part of a series focused on state policy 
issues related to sexual abuse. Facilitating 
Abuse Disclosures by Nonprofits addresses 
perpetrators moving from church to 
church with near impunity. This white 
paper builds on the legislative work 

Supported by Southern 
Baptists, we must do 
everything we can to protect 
the vulnerable and care for 
the survivors among us.

Travis Wussow serves as the vice president for Public Policy and General Counsel at the ERLC.
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II will never forget having to explain the 
Sandy Hook shooting to my oldest son. I 
had stayed home from the office that day 
because I was sick. From the time I woke 
up that morning, I watched in horror 
and disbelief as the details of the tragedy 
unfolded on national news stations. My 
son could tell that something was wrong. 
So, instead of acting like the world that 
we live in was not a broken place, I tried 
to explain the tragedy and loss in a way 
that he could understand. It was not an 
easy conversation, but many times the 
most important conversations are not the 
easiest ones. 

Talking to children about difficult 
topics can be terrifying for parents, yet 
such conversations must take place. We 
cannot act like our world is not fallen 
and in need of redemption. There are 
evil people in the world that intend to 
do harm to others. If we are going to 
love our neighbors as ourselves (which 
must necessarily include the children 
that God has entrusted to us), then 
we must also warn them about evil in 
age-appropriate ways. 

A PLAN TO TALK ABOUT 
SEXUAL ABUSE 

This is particularly true with the matter 
of sexual abuse. Talking about the topic 
of sexual abuse is complex because it 
affects various aspects of our humanity. 
For instance, while parents want to give 
their children a biblical vision of sexual-
ity that affirms its goodness and design 
for the context of marriage, parents must 
also talk about sexuality in a way that 
acknowledges the disordered and wicked 
desires of some people who attempt to 
exploit it. In other words, because our 
world is broken, it is not enough to simply 
affirm what is good about God’s plan for 
sexuality without also acknowledging 

that some have taken God’s good gift and 
sought to use it in a sinful way that is con-
trary to his design.

There is a necessary balance to be 
struck when talking with children about 
things like sexuality and sexual abuse. 
Previous generations have often spoken 
of sexuality in ways that failed to rightly 
celebrate the goodness of God’s design, 
opting to speak mainly in terms of prohi-
bitions and fear. The danger in our day is 
to focus so much on the celebration of the 
goodness of sexuality that we neglect to 
place it within the broader framework of 
a fallen world that is longing for redemp-
tion in Christ. Thus, we must speak to our 
children with a wisdom that strikes the 
balance between God’s design and human-
ity’s sinful attempts to exchange the truth 
of God for a lie (Rom. 1). We must learn to 
speak in a way that says, “Yes,” to sex in 
the right context while also being able to 
say, “No,” where necessary.

When teaching children about their 
biology and sexuality, we must also admit 
and explain that not everyone in their 
life may agree with God’s design. Evil 
people, even people in their churches, 
their schools, and tragically, even their 
homes, may seek to violate and abuse 
their innocence. So, how can you help 
your children be prepared to live in a 
broken world where sexual abuse is a 
tragic reality? I would suggest following 
the H.E.L.P. plan (or something similar to 
it) to prepare them: 

1. Have the hard conversation now rath-
er than later.

2. Equip them with specific, age-appro-
priate details regarding sexuality and 
sexual abuse.

3. Listen to them and let them know that 
you will believe and support them.

4. Pray that God would protect them 
every day.
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PUTTING OUR PLAN 
INTO ACTION

Here is how my wife and I have put 
this plan into use with our children:

A few years ago, my wife and I began 
a conversation with my oldest son about 
God’s good design for sexuality. The 
conversation did not end two years ago, 
though. It is an ongoing conversation. 

He knows that if he has questions 
about anything related to sex he can 
speak with us at any time. We made it 
clear from the beginning that there is no 
need to be ashamed about the conversa-
tion because sex is God’s idea. 

We told him to let us know if he hears 
or sees anything that he has questions 
about or feels uncomfortable with and 
assured him that he would never get 
in trouble for talking to us about this 
subject. Why? Because we want him to 
talk to us, not his peers or other adults. 
This is a conversation that God intended 
for parents to have with their children 
(Prov. 1:7-8). 

In fact, this is a conversation that my 
wife and I have been having in some 
form or another with all of our children 
from the time that they could bathe. In 
an age-appropriate manner, we explain 
to our children that certain parts of our 
bodies are not appropriate for others to 
see or touch. As the children get older, 
we go into greater depth. We don’t want 
our children to learn about anatomy from 
pop culture or pornography. We want to 
disciple them to know God as creator and 
designer of their bodies, for their good 
and his glory.

A CONVERSATION  
BEFORE CAMP 

So, as our oldest son prepared for church 
camp last summer, we sat him down to 
revisit the topic of sexuality, particularly 
as it related to sexual abuse. While it was 
uncomfortable, it was necessary. 

We explained to him that no one should 
be watching him in the restroom or the 
shower, regardless of what someone may 

tell him. We explained that it was never 
appropriate for an adult to touch him or 
insist on any type of affection from him 
(a hug, a kiss, sitting on a lap, etc.). We 
were specific, because we did not want to 
resort to vagueness in order to avoid the 
discomfort of the difficult subject. 

We established a code word or phrase 
that he could use when we talked on the 
phone that would alert us to a problem. 
If he used the word or phrase, then we 
would immediately pick him up. 

We told him that regardless of 
the threats that someone might use 
against him or his family, we would 
protect and believe him. We told him 
that while he should be respectful to 

Was the 

conversation easy? 

Not at all.  

Was it necessary? 

Absolutely, 

because loving 

and caring for the 

vulnerable requires 

uncomfortable 

but frank 

conversations. 
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Conversations are not the end-all-be-
all measures to prevent the wickedness 
of sexual abuse. Evil people will continue 
to do evil things in this world until Christ 
returns to make everything sad become 
untrue. Until then, we weep over the 
brokenness and do our best to prepare 
and protect the vulnerable while being 
“wise as serpents and innocent as doves”  
(Matt. 10:16).

adults, he did not have to comply with 
any request or demand that was out-
side the normal course of adult-child 
interaction. 

Finally, to make sure that he 
understood, we talked through a few sce-
narios, asking him what he would do if he 
encountered them. Then, we prayed that 
God would protect him and the other 
children headed to camp. 

Was the conversation easy? Not at all. 
Was it necessary? Absolutely, because 
loving and caring for the vulnerable 
requires uncomfortable but frank conver-
sations that prepare them and expose the 
wicked and unfruitful works of darkness 
(Eph. 5:11). 

Casey B. Hough is lead pastor at Copperfield 
Church in Houston, Texas
 
Hannah Hough is a registered nurse who 
resides in Houston, Texas, with her family.
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I wish more than anything that this topic of caring well for 
friends and family who have experienced abuse wasn't some-
thing that I could speak personally on. But yet here I am. I'm not 
coming to you as an expert on the topic of caring for survivors. 
I have no degree that gives me any credibility, but I'm coming 
to you as someone who has walked with friends who have been 
affected by abuse. 

I haven't walked this road of abuse personally and would 
never claim to understand what it feels like to have abuse of 
any form wreck your world. But a few years ago, my friends’ 
house became a battlefield as they realized that abuse had infil-
trated their home and their children. Sexual abuse bombarded 
the house, and every family member was affected by this atroc-
ity. No one was left without battle scars and wounds that will 
take years to even come close to healing. No one will ever be 
the same from the abuse that they have walked through. I'm 
not the same, and I have merely walked beside them, loving 
them as best as I can.

I'll never forget the phone call, where my friend, through 
sobs and anger, told me that they had discovered that one of 
their kids had been sexually abused. It was as if I had the wind 
knocked out of me, and I felt as though I was drowning. And I 
was just a friend. Her pain, her confusion, her anger was palpa-
ble through that phone call. And in that moment, I knew that I 
would do whatever we needed to do as a family to walk this road 
with their family, as long as it took. 

Walking with friends who have experienced abuse has been 
one of the hardest journeys for my faith, one of the biggest 
things that has caused me to say, “God where are you in all 

of this?” It's been one of the dearest things for our friend-
ships as well. I'm beyond honored that our Creator God would 
also place the Ivey family with our friends so that we could 
try our best to journey alongside them in their pain, bear 
their burdens, speak truths into their hearts, and love them  
through this. 

Three Ways To Walk With Those  
Who Have Experienced Abuse 

I've seen firsthand three ways that we, as friends, can truly 
minister to families that are having to walk this unimag-
inable, unthinkable road of abuse. What I'm realizing now is 
that being with them, petitioning the Father on their behalf, 
and weeping with them goes a long way in caring for them. 
I confess, though, that sometimes as Christians and as lead-
ers we feel as though we need to immediately have all of the 
answers for their pain. We feel as though we need to open 
our Bibles immediately and usher them into the truth of 
God's Word. 

While there is always truth to be shared about who God 
is in the midst of trauma and tragedy and unknowns, I have 
seen firsthand many friends miss a beautiful opportunity to 
minister to their friends in the ways that they needed most 
because they were too quick to try and communicate what 
they thought were the answers to their problems and not 
listen to their hearts. 

1. Offer our presence before answers
The first thing we can do as friends is offer our presence before 

we offer our answers. Many times, religiosity urges us to try to 
get the correct answer for their problem, grief, or trial. And 
what we need to offer them before we offer them any answers 
is our presence.

We see Jesus do this beautifully throughout the Gospels. He 
was present with people. He entered into suffering with them. 
We see Jesus do this when his friend Lazarus was sick. He got 
word that his friend Lazarus was sick, and we know that even-
tually Lazarus ended up dying. And as Jesus is making his way to 
Bethany, instead of going directly to the tomb and doing what 
he does best by bringing people back to life and healing people, 
he has two interactions with Lazarus’ sisters.

He spends time with Martha and Mary before he raises 
Lazarus from the dead. He mourned with them. His presence 
came before his healing. Listen to your friends as they process 
their grief. You don't have to have all the answers, but you do 
have the ability to be there for them. 

I
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There is always a place for truth. Do not be mistaken by that. 
We know the truths about God. We know he is our Redeemer. 
We know he is our Rescuer. We know he is our Healer. We 
know that one day he's going to make all things right. We know 
that he's working out his plan for our good and his glory. He's a 
God of justice. He's going to sanctify us. Yes, these things are all 
true. But more than a place for truth, is a time for truth. Listen 
first, and then listen some more. Your presence is needed in 
times of grief.

Not only is your presence needed in the immediate, as mine 
was on October 12, 2016, but as a friend, your presence is needed 
for the long haul. Healing does not happen overnight. In fact, 
on this side of heaven, I don't think many of us are truly healed 
from the abuse and trauma that we've seen. That day will come, 
but until then, we need to be friends that share our presence for 
the long haul. 

2. Go to war for our friends through prayer 
Not only do we offer our presence to our friends before we 

offer our answers, but we also need to be willing to go to war on 
their behalf. When I say go to war on their behalf, I do not mean 
that you find out about a friend who has abuse in their home, 
nod politely, and say, “I'm so sorry I'll add you to my prayer list.” 
That is not war. 

What I mean is that you say, “I am here for you. I will walk with 
you as long as you need me, and not only that, but I will petition 
the Father on your behalf and pray against the evil and darkness 
that you are experiencing as if my own soul depends on it.” As 
Christians, we are aware that there are bigger things that play in 
our world; there are bigger things than we see with our eyes. There 
are spiritual battles to be fought. Paul tells us very clearly to put on 
the armor of God because we are fighting a battle. We are at war. 
We need these things to withstand the schemes of the devil. 
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“Come and see, my Lord,” they replied. And verse 35 says, 
“Jesus wept.” Mary is angry, and she is confused. Her brother 
has just died. She puts that anger and confusion onto Jesus, her 
friend and Lord. And Jesus did not defend himself. He did not 
try to offer her advice. He did not quote any Scripture from the  
Old Testament.

He didn't try to convince her at that moment that some-
thing bigger was at play that she could not see. He didn't try to 
tell her, “Just hold on, Mary. Dry up your tears. In just a few 
moments I'm going to raise your brother from the dead.” He 
did none of that. He wept. What we see here is that God can 

take our anger, our confusion, 
our questions of “God, where are 
you?” in the midst of a theology 
that knows he's there with us. 
God can take it. God is saddened 
over abuse. And Jesus wept with 
his friends. 

Caring well for our friends 
that are walking a road that I 
would never wish on my worst 
enemy has been one of the most 
honorable gifts that God has ever 
given me. I wish that I didn't 
have to walk this road with my 
friends. I wish that abuse had 
never infiltrated their house. I 
wish, more than anything, that 
we could all blink our eyes three 

times and tap our heels and go back to a time before abuse 
turned their lives upside down. But we can't. And so we carry  
on together. 

I will devote my life to trying to be a good friend to them. I 
will listen when needed, remind them of truths when appropri-
ate, believe the truth when their hearts are struggling, petition 
the Father on their behalf, and weep with them until we are 
made complete—on the other side of this lifetime. 

When abuse hits a family, there is no GoFundMe page. There's 
no Instagram post. There is no meal calendar. It’s a lonely battle. 
And it’s one that takes friends who are willing to go the long 
haul. Commit to walking with your friends for years through 
their grief and pain. When your time comes, and it will, for a 
friend to invite you into their pain, I beg you to listen more than 
you talk and to pray more than you ever thought imaginable. 
And I pray that you will be OK in the sadness, no matter how 
long it takes. 

Jamie Ivey is a podcast host and an author. 

When you walk with families through abuse, this battle against 
things that are unseen becomes something that you cannot not 
see. It is evil, and we call it evil. And we will go before the Father, 
and we will battle for the hearts of our friends that have walked 
through abuse of any form. We will battle against the enemy 
that has played a part in this destruction that is affecting our 
friends’ lives.

Walking with a family where abuse has entered that family 
means that your personal prayer life is radically changed. 
You've seen the evil, you've seen the shrapnel left all around as 
their lives are trying to be rebuilt. Enter into those spaces with 
your friends. You are no longer 
blind to abuse. But now, you 
will commit to your friends to 
beg God for healing on their 
behalf and to beg God for the 
repentance of the abuser on 
their behalf. Pray on their 
behalf to a Father that cares 
more for them than you ever 
possibly could. 

3. Mourning with  
those who mourn

Not only are we to be with 
our friends and offer our pres-
ence before we offer them 
answers, and not only are we to 
go to war on their behalf in the 
spiritual forces, but we are to mourn with them. We are to weep 
with our friends. We are to be sad. Sit with your friends, and 
sob with them. Abuse is awful. It is of the devil, and we should 
be broken over it. We should be deeply troubled and sorrowful 
about this.

The verse in the Bible that we all wanted to memorize as kids 
says, “Jesus wept.” Well, in this story is a bigger picture, and 
we see Mary the sister of Lazarus expressing her true feelings 
of anger and confusion. And Jesus listens to her. He offers his 
presence, and then he weeps with his friend. 

Verse 32 says that when Mary reached the place where Jesus 
was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died.” She is angry. She 
knows what Jesus could have done to prevent this. Jesus could 
have stopped it. My friend was and is still angry about this, 
and her and I have asked the same question a million times. 
Jesus, why did this happen? Where were you? You could have 
stopped this.

In verse 33, it says when Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who 
would come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved 
in spirit and troubled. “Where have you laid him?” he asked.  

The first thing we 

can do as friends is 

offer our presence 

before we offer  

our answers.

ERLC.Com 45



A D A M  A N D  E V E 
A F T E R  # M E T O O

GENDER, THE BIBLE, AND  
THE SEXUAL ABUSE CRISIS

Russell Moore
46 LIGHT  

S P O T L I G H T



When the scope of the abuse crisis in the 
Roman Catholic Church started coming to 
light, some Protestants said, “This is what 
happens when clerical celibacy is mandat-
ed,” while some Catholic traditionalists 
said the abuse was the result of the 1960s 
or the “looseness” of Vatican II. When the 
scope of sexual abuse cases in Southern 
Baptist churches was reported, some said 
this is what happens when there’s church 
autonomy without the accountability of 
bishops. And yet, the problem in the Cath-
olic church is not autonomy or lack of hi-
erarchy, but the reverse. 

The problem with such debates is not 
that they consider how theologies and 
ideologies can empower abuse—or cre-
ate structures of cultures in which such 
abuse can grow. That is certainly true. 
The problem is that often these debates 
can give the illusion that the struggle to 
keep the vulnerable safe from sexual pre-
dation is a matter of exchanging one set 
of propositions for another, or one set of 
by-laws for another. 

Some theologies lead to horrible conse-
quences, yes. And some church structures 
can lead to heightened vulnerability. But 
sexual abuse of the vulnerable is demon-
ic—and the devil can use any theology, 
ideology, or structure. Evildoers can hide 
behind church hierarchies—high and 
low—or behind church autonomy. They 
can hide behind systems where leaders are 
mandatorily celibate or in systems where 
the leaders have families with double-digit 
numbers of children. 

THE NEED FOR REFORMATION  
AND BEING SHAPED BY THE BIBLE

That said, any revelation of a horror with-
in the church ought to prompt the church 
to say, “From where did this come? Is what 
we have been saying or teaching yielding 
bad fruit?” The church, after all, ought to 
be always reforming. For many, it took the 
selling of indulgences for the construction 
of cathedrals to see that something had 

been obscured in the gospel of grace. For 
others, it took seeing people in public scan-
dal pronouncing themselves to be King 
David to see that “free grace” was being 
used to prop up the heresy of “Let us sin 
all the more that grace may abound.” 

One of the problems of our current era 
of evangelicalism is that we often cultivate 
those who are, in the words of New Testa-
ment scholar David Nienhuis, “Bible quot-
ers rather than Bible readers.” And here I 
am not referring to the often-bemoaned 
problem of “theologically shallow” Chris-
tians, but, quite often, to those who are the 
most oriented around issues of “theolog-
ical truth” but know the Bible primarily 
in terms of contemporary controversies 
and tribal identities rather than on its own 
terms, as the narrative that structures 
their own lives. That can lead to people 
who know how to marshal Bible verses 
to argue for or against infant baptism or 
for or against speaking in tongues, but 
who don’t have their lives and consciences 
shaped by the unfolding of the Bible. 

In such cases, then, the ideological silos 
become preeminent over everything and 
areas of biblical emphasis become exagger-
ated or eclipsed, depending on how they 
serve to prop up the arguments. I remem-
ber being seated in a church service once 
next to a man who doggedly argued, in 
every venue he could find, on his views on 
the “five points of Calvinism.” When the 
pastor of the church prayed, “And, Lord, 
we thank you for our Lord Jesus who is 
the propitiation for our sins, and not for 
our sins only but for those of the whole 
world.” After the “Amen,” this young man 
whispered to those around him, “What 
was up with that Arminian prayer?” Well, 
this was not an “Arminian prayer” (nor 
was it a “Calvinist prayer”), but a direct, 
literal quotation of 1 John 2:2. But, because 
the Arminians with which he argued often 
quoted 1 John 2:2 while he was quoting 
John 6 or Ephesians 1, this man had start-
ed to think of these passages in ways that 

PPerhaps you can remember an occasion 
where something was said and you felt a 
shudder of shame. Such a moment hap-
pened for me a couple of years ago, when I 
had convened a group of conservative evan-
gelical women leaders to talk about various 
issues affecting the church. The conversa-
tion turned to the awful revelations of sex-
ual abuse and misogyny within evangelical 
churches—sometimes carried out or cov-
ered up by those who were respected as 
champions of theological orthodoxy and 
morality. One woman in the room said,  
“I get the feeling that many of our Chris-
tian brothers are especially thrown by this 
because they are shocked by it all; what 
you need to know is that, while we are 
angry and sad, we are not shocked.” 

And every woman—no matter the age, 
denomination, or place on the spectrum of 
church worship “styles”—all nodded their 
heads along with her. They had all seen 
spiritual abuse and mistreatment, and 
they had all seen male leaders not raising 
the right sorts of questions, at the right 
time. I felt a sense of sorrow, and then a 
sense of shame. How could the church not 
see so many instances of evil carried out, 
blasphemously, in Jesus’ name? 

THE DANGER OF LOOKING FOR  
SOLUTIONS IN THE WRONG PLACES 

One of the dangers in this unveiling 
time of sexual abuse is to seek to find a 
theological or ecclesiological or political 
or ideological “reason” for abuse in a way 
that can give the illusion that just adopting 
the “right” positions will give a safe harbor 
from such atrocities. When a Hollywood 
director is caught in an abusive pattern, 
some evangelical Christians will say, “See, 
this is where the ideology of sexual revolu-
tion leads; ideas have consequences.” And 
then when a Christian clergyman is discov-
ered in the same sort of abusive behavior, 
I’ve heard some of my secular friends say 
that such should not be surprising since 
that’s where “sexual repression” leads. 
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And, of course, an “inheritance” in the 
biblical world is not usually a bank ac-
count or a set of abstract financial “assets” 
in the way we moderns typically think of 
the term. An inheritance was a way of life, 
a calling. If one’s father was a farmer, one’s 
inheritance was usually a plot of land, 
along with a calling to keep cultivating 
that land. If one’s father was a fisherman, 
one’s inheritance would probably be a boat 
and nets and an area of water in which 
to fish (which is why it was startling for 
Peter, James, and John to leave their nets 
behind when they followed Jesus). 

“From the beginning, God made them 
male and female,” Jesus said (Mark 10:6). 
This means that any idea of gender as a 
mere social construct or cultural accre-
tion is wrong. Maleness and femaleness 
are real, and differ in significant ways. 
But it’s also true that these differences 
are all in the context of a corresponding 
sameness. Not only are both men and 
women created in the image of God, both 
are called to govern, cultivate, and con-
serve the rest of creation (Gen. 1:26-27). 
Both are redeemed in Christ, and both, if 
redeemed in him, will reign with him in 
the new creation (Luke 22:29-30). 

RIGHTLY UNDERSTANDING  
OUR DIFFERENCES

The differences between men and 
women are too often thought of in terms 
of CEO/employee metaphors alien to the 
biblical text. The relationship in marriage 
between husband and wife as head and 

body is an organic analogy, not that of a 
corporate flow chart. This is not defined 
by the way of Caesar, which is concerned 
with the question, “Who is to have the 
position of preeminence?” Instead, this is 
defined by the way of Christ, and the ques-
tion, “Who has the responsibility to see 
that others are flourishing and protected?”

This organic unity, then, is not about a 
power struggle over who is to dominate 
whom, but rather the natural flow of the 
sort of organic unity one sees when one 
walks or runs or dances. The movements 
differ, but are in sync with one another. 
And in addition to the organic meta-
phors, the Scripture also employs house-
hold metaphors. 

The church is the “household of God” 
(1 Tim. 3:5, 15). A child needs parents, but, 
more particularly, a child needs a mother 
and a father. If we speak of them simply as 
generic caregivers, we lose something of 
the complementary nature of a mother and 
a father. At the same time, we can try to 
quantify what both bring to the task of par-
enting to the point of caricature. Mothers 
are distinctly nurturing, yes, but they also 
have authority. Fathers are authoritative, 
but if fathers are not also nurturing they 
are tyrannical. In many ways, we know 
the distinct callings of mothers and fathers 
in ways that we can’t always articulate or 
quantify. In some ways, these are less akin 
to “roles” than they are to callings—partic-
ular vocations toward a common mission. 

In this sense, the complementary differ-
ences between men and women are similar  

left him, really, without 1 John 2:2, except 
to argue for what he believed it didn’t say. 

When it comes to the “gender debates,” 
much the same thing can happen. With-
out even being consciously aware of it, 
“egalitarians” can bristle when Ephesians 
5 is read and “complementarians” can 
do the same with Galatians 3:28, because 
their first impulse in both cases is to high-
light how the other viewpoint might mis-
use those texts rather than hearing all of 
it as the whole counsel of God. 

It is crucial, then, for those of us to be-
lieve that the created realities of sexual 
differentiation are meant to differ in im-
portant ways to see how complementarity 
means that we need the full gifts and ex-
pressions of both men and women—and 
that in order to do that we must see not 
only where these realities differ but also 
where they are the same. 

RECOGNIZING THE FULL GIFTS AND 
EXPRESSIONS OF MEN AND WOMEN 

“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there 
is neither slave nor free, there is no male 
and female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus,” the Apostle Paul wrote. “And if you 
are Christ’s, then you are heirs according 
to promise” (Gal. 3:28-29). This passage 
does not mean that gender differentiation 
is eradicated and irrelevant (such would 
contradict many other passages, both in 
the Gospels and in the Epistles), so those 
argue for “complementarity” are right 
to note that the passage is about inheri-
tance, not about so-called “gender roles.” 

And yet, consider what “inheritance” 
means. In the first-century context (and 
in most cultures before it) the inheri-
tance went primarily to the first-born 
son. A daughter’s inheritance was bound 
up with her husband’s family, not her 
father’s. But, in Christ, the heir of every-
thing, every Christian—male and female, 
Jew and Gentile, rich and poor, every 
Christian—shares equally in the inheri-
tance that belongs to Jesus. All who walk 
by the Spirit are “children of God, and if 
children, then heirs” (Rom. 8:16-17). 

A N Y  T H E O L O G Y  O F  M E N  A N D  W O M E N  T H AT  I S  R O O T E D  I N  S C R I P T U R E 

M U S T  T H E N  E M P H A S I Z E  T H AT  A N Y  H I N T  O F  T O L E R AT I O N  F O R  T H E 

A B U S E ,  M I S T R E AT M E N T,  O R  T R I V I A L I Z AT I O N  O F  W O M E N  I S  N O T  O N LY 

AT  O D D S  W I T H  T H E  G O S P E L  B U T  I N  S T E P  W I T H  T H E  D E V I L .
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toward a kind of hyper-complementarian-
ism that reduces everything—including al-
most every aspect of cultural analysis—to 
gender in ways more like the mirror image 
of contemporary gender theorists than 
like the biblical pattern of creation and 
redemption. The temptation is always to 
see one error and to build a hedge around 
it, just as the religious leaders of Jesus’ day 
sought to build hedges around Sabbath ob-
servance or ritual cleansings to make sure 
there was no possibility of erring. 

The end result of that is, in the most 
benign of cases, a caricaturing of mascu-
linity and femininity in which men are 
sometimes seen in ways more like Nim-
rod than like Jesus, and women are seen 
in ways that don’t line up at all with the 
sort of strong, witness-bearing mothers of 
the faith we see in the Bible. And, in the 
most malignant of cases, this sort of men-
tality can lead to churches where women’s 
voices are not heard, where leadership is, 
by default, come to be seen as dominating, 
self-serving, and, in the end, predatory. 

C.S. Lewis was right when he warned, 
“The devil always sends errors into the 

world in pairs—pairs of opposites. And 
he always encourages us to spend a lot of 
time thinking which is the worse. You see 
why, of course? He relies on your extra 
dislike of the one error to draw you grad-
ually into the opposite one.” Denying the 
goodness of distinctions between men 
and women is one more flight from the 
boundaries God created for our flourish-
ing—and often, ultimately, leads to men 
exploiting their power. Downplaying 
the common mission of men and women, 
together, leads to a deification of power 
itself—and, ultimately, leads to men ex-
ploiting their power. In both cases, the 
answer is to be shaped by Christ cruci-
fied—and that leads to responsibility—in-
cluding the responsibility to care for the 
vulnerable, to protect the integrity and 
safety of the community from those who 
would destroy it with their power-mon-
gering, spiritual abuse, and sexual preda-
tion, and violence. That means treating 
one another as mothers and fathers, 
brothers and sisters (1 Tim. 5:1). 

And that means empowering women 
to serve and lead in every biblically-man-
dated way. The church needs both spir-
itual mothers and spiritual fathers. We 
must all be on watch. We must all be con-
stantly examining not only how we may 
have wrong theologies, but just as much 
examining how predatory people can use 
“right” theologies for awful ends. 

Any theology of men and women that 
is rooted in Scripture must then empha-
size that any hint of toleration for the 
abuse, mistreatment, or trivialization of 
women is not only at odds with the gos-
pel but in step with the devil. Any struc-
ture that covers up predation against the 
vulnerable—even when (rather, especial-
ly when) purporting to do so to protect 
the “reputation” of Jesus—is not just 
counterproductive but anti-Christ. 

Adam needs Eve. Eve needs Adam. 
Both need Jesus.

to the gifts of the Spirit seen within the 
church (which also employ organic and 
household analogies). Someone with the 
gift of evangelism is not a sign that the 
rest of the church is not called to evan-
gelize; we all are (Matt. 28:19). The one 
with the gift of evangelism has a special 
calling to equip the rest of the church to 
evangelize better. In the same way, we are 
all called to teach—in some way or other, 
if only in our personal bearing witness to 
Christ (Matt. 28:20). The one with the gift 
of teaching does not monopolize or hoard 
that calling but is specially equipped to 
help the rest of the Body to carry out that 
mission. The differences between men 
and women are to drive us together—
whether in the mission of a marriage or 
the mission of the church. 

Some have rightly identified the awful 
and unbiblical realities of patriarchal op-
pression, but sought to answer such with 
an avoidance of any unique callings of 
women and men. That is often a right di-
agnosis but with the wrong solution. At 
the same time—and perhaps more often in 
our tribal settings—there is the tendency 

Russell Moore is the president of the ERLC. 
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the grooming process a perpetrator uses 
in order to offend.

THE REALITIES OF CHILD  
SEXUAL ABUSE

In the United States, about 1 in 4 girls 
and 1 in 6 boys will be the victim of 

sexual abuse during their childhood.2 
Of those children who are sexually 
abused during childhood, 91% are 
abused by someone that they know.3 

However, statistics do not support 
our fear of strangers when it comes 
to sexual abuse. We should be more 
concerned about the people we know. 
In order for a pedophile to success-
fully offend against a child, he or she 
must do so from a relational context. 
Within a relationship, the opportuni-
ties increase, and the misplaced trust 
allows the perpetrator to go undetected 
for longer periods of time. Sex offend-
ers groom the intended victim and 
the adults1 in the child’s life—parents, 
pastors, and other adults. Grooming is 
the process a perpetrator uses to build 
relationships of perceived trust with 
individuals and a community in order to  
sexually offend. 

A thorough understanding of groom-
ing is foundational to understanding 
sexual abuse, formulating good policy 
and training, and protecting children 
from sexual abuse. When we are faced 
with the reality that the stranger is not 
the most likely perpetrator of sexual 
abuse, the natural response is often fear 
and the feeling that we cannot trust 
anyone. The purpose of this article is 
not to create irrational fear, but rather 
to raise awareness and educate fami-
lies and church leaders to be alert and 
aware. In order to become more aware, 
we must understand the prevalence and 
realities of child sexual abuse, as well as 

Culturally, we have been 
conditioned to believe that 
the greatest threat to our 
children is the stranger.

GROOMING IS THE PROCESS 

A PERPETRATOR USES TO 

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS  

OF PERCEIVED TRUST  

WITH INDIVIDUA LS AND  

A COMMUNITY IN ORDER 

TO SEXUA LLY OFFEND. 
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Christian beliefs, we are often too quick 
to give trust, and we feel guilty when we 
are suspicious. 

The mix of premature trust and des-
perate need for volunteers makes it easier 
for a perpetrator to gain access to the 

desired demographic. Trust also blinds 
an organization in the hiring and recruit-
ing process of employees and volunteers; 
references and application informa-
tion goes unchecked because someone 
“knows” them or the person worked at 
another church. In addition, community 
members may fear being seen as overre-
active or troublemakers, and this keeps 
them from speaking up to report trouble- 
some behavior.

THE GROOMING PROCESS
In order to sexually offend, a perpe-

trator must gain trust and access to the 
child. The grooming process includes 
careful selection of a target, calculated 
trust-building with the child, gatekeepers, 

and organization, strategic isolation of 
the child, and testing of boundaries. 

The first step in the process is select-
ing the target. Perpetrators are looking 
for vulnerable targets on an individual, 

as well as a community level. In look-
ing for a community in which to offend, 
organizations with low barriers to entry 
are preferred to ones that have a wait-
ing period to volunteer or a more robust 
application process. An organization 
that is in desperate need to fill positions 
is attractive to perpetrators because the 
organization may overlook certain defi-
ciencies in application and process in 
order to fill the position. 

Perpetrators also seek out children 
with vulnerabilities that the perpe-
trator can exploit. Perpetrators often 
insert themselves into family situations 
where life is very busy, in crisis, or lacks 
adult supervision.

This might be a family member, family 
friend, teacher, coach, church leader, or 
neighbor. These individuals have access 
to the child in a relational context that 
allows them the ability to build a dis-
torted sense of trust with the child and 
other adults. This 
misplaced trust 
allows the perpe-
trator to build a 
false rapport with 
the child and others 
in order to go unde-
tected and garner 
more time with the 
 child victim. 

Given that the 
majority of sexual 
abuse is perpe-
trated by someone 
within the victim’s 
community, faith-
based organizations4 
must be aware and 
on the lookout for 
signs of a sexual 
predator. However, 
oftentimes these 
organizations are not aware of and do not 
realize the danger in their midst until it 
is too late. There are several key reasons 
why faith-based, youth-serving organiza-
tions are prime targets for perpetrators of 
sexual abuse. 

First, organizations often have a false 
sense of security that “it cannot happen 
here” which serves to lower their guard 
and increases the risk for abuse. 

Second, our organizations need workers 
and volunteers in our youth and chil-
dren’s ministries.

Third, faith-based communities are 
known for being trusting places—we 
welcome visitors and want to meet 
and accept people where they are in 
their spiritual journey. Because of our 

WE DO NOT NEED TO BE IRRATIONA LLY FEA RFUL , 

BUT RATHER WE MUST UNDERSTAND THE GROOMING 

PROCESS TO INCREASE AWA RENESS, BE A LERT TO 

PREDATORS, IMPLEMENT SCREENING POLICIES AND BEST 

PRACTICES, AND TO COURAGEOUSLY PROTECT AGA INST 

REA L THREATS.
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The boundary pushing continues and 
the sexual advances become more overt 
when the perpetrator feels there is enough 
power in the relationship to silence and 
control the child. At the point the child 
realizes what is going on, he or she feels 
helpless to stop it, and the perpetrator will 
use the nature and extent of the sexual 
relationship to continue controlling the 
child. The child is trapped and fears that 
no one will believe him or her. Perpetra-
tors are skilled in using secrecy, blame, 
guilt, physical violence, and shaming in 
order to keep the relationship going. 

As adults and organizations entrusted 
with the care and safety of children, we 
must be aware of the grooming process 
and take proactive steps to guard our chil-
dren and organizations from predators. 
On many occasions as parents, gatekeep-
ers, and organizations, we choose who 
has access to our children. We need to 
be aware of those choices and choose 
with an awareness of sexual predators 
and how they operate. Once we become 
aware and understand the risk, there are 
proactive steps that can lower the risk 
and keep children safe. 

PROACTIVE STEPS TO LOWER  
THE RISK OF SEXUAL ABUSE

For Parents:
1. In developmentally appropriate ways, 

talk to children about their bodies. 
Teach them how to be assertive when 
they feel uncomfortable or weird. 

2. Be that safe place where they can tell 
you anything.

3. Vet the people and organizations in 
your child’s life. Ask about employee 
and volunteer screening and child 
abuse policy.

4. Speak up when you feel uncomfort-
able or see or hear something that 
doesn’t feel right.

For Organizations:
1. Create, implement, and follow child 

safety and abuse prevention policies 
which should include limiting one-
on-one opportunities, screening of 
employees and volunteers, defining 
acceptable and unacceptable behav-
iors, and reporting.

2. Train your employees and volunteers 
and show them that the safety of chil-
dren is a priority of your organization.

3. Eliminate unnecessary one-on-one 
interactions.

4. Make all activities of your organi-
zation observable and interruptible 
in order to lessen opportunities  
for abuse.

5. Have an open-door policy and take 
the concerns of your community 
seriously.

Understanding grooming and put-
ting into practice these proactive steps 
in your home or ministry will help pro-
tect those in your care. We do not need 
to be irrationally fearful, but rather we 
must understand the grooming process to 
increase awareness, be alert to predators, 
implement screening policies and best 
practices, and to courageously protect 
against real threats.

Samantha Kilpatrick is a former prosecutor, an 
attorney, a victim advocate, and a church advisor. 

1 Oftentimes, the adults who are responsible for 
the care and best interest of the child are called 
“gatekeepers.”
2 David Cantor et al., “Report on the AAU 
Campus Climate Survey on Sexual Assault and 
Sexual Misconduct” (The Association of American 
Universities, September 21, 2015).
3 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/ 
childabuseandneglect/childsexualabuse.html
4 For brevity, I will refer to faith-based organizations  
which includes churches, schools, camps, and 
other youth-serving organizations with a faith-
based mission.

The second phase of the grooming 
process is the trust-building phase. 
Trust building happens on multiple 
levels. In order to gain access to chil-
dren, the perpetrator must gain the 
trust of the child, the organization, 
and the adult gatekeepers. Perpetra-
tors may present as a volunteer who is 
always available, seems to go the extra 
mile, or is often seen as a “kid-magnet” 
or “pied piper.” Perpetrators are apt at 
seeing needs that they can fill in order to  
build trust. 

When it comes to the child, the per-
petrator seeks to build a relationship 
focusing on the things that make the 
child feel special, older, appreciated, 
understood, desired, and loved. Over 
the course of the relationship, the 
perpetrator will begin to isolate the 
child. One-on-one encounters tend 
to increase during this time. This can 
make the child feel more “special”  
and “understood.” 

As the one-on-one opportunities in-
crease, the perpetrator will begin to push 
the boundaries in small ways. Each in-
stance is calculated to gain information 
and see whether the child will let his or 
her guard down. It is also an experiment 
to see how aware or distracted the adults 
are in the child’s life. 

At some point, the perpetrator will 
begin to push sexual boundaries with 
the child. At first, the actions may seem 
very subtle, and the child may view it 
as accidental. But these advances are 
meant to test the child. They are meant 
to be stimulating and yet at the same 
time seem accidental, allowing the per-
petrator to push further the next time. 
Depending on the age of the child, some 
perpetrators will use sexual innuendo 
and media with sexual content to test 
the waters. The advances may occur in 
person or virtually. 
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do harm. When we use the word spiritual 
to describe abuse, we are talking about 
using that which is sacred—including 
God’s Word—to control, misuse, deceive, 
or damage a person created in his image. 
I think we can safely say the pairing of 
those two words is diabolical. 

Leaders engaged in spiritual abuse 
use their position and words to coerce 
another by manipulating, deceiving, or 
humiliating them. They say, “God says . . .”  
followed by words that do not reflect 
the character of our God. Our God is 
Light and Truth, yet an authority in the 
church tells someone who has been raped 
by a pastor, “We will never discuss this 
because this is God’s church, and if you 
tell you will damage his name.” That is 
what spiritual abuse looks like.

The claim of spiritual authority is often 
used by those with power in the church. 
We assume pastors, elders, parents, teach-
ers, or youth leaders are trustworthy. 
Their words are believed to be a reflection 
of the mind of God because of the position 
they hold. Orthodox theology, accompa-
nied by advanced academic credentials, 
can be used to demand obedience of those 
less knowledgeable. But an ability to artic-
ulate theological truths does not mean the 
speaker is an obedient servant of God. 

Serving the System
A church or a denomination is a system. 

It consists of people standing together 
under the name of God for the purpose of 
educating, nurturing, and blessing others 
spiritually. Systems are meant to benefit 
and bless. But like individuals, a system 
can misuse its authority, crushing those 
in its care. How does a system that claims 
to be part of the kingdom of God and obe-
dient to God, become toxic? 

A bright, credentialed, charismatic 
leader arrives to serve a church body. The 
church is energized, and people assume 

A church that follows her Head, the Good 
and Great Shepherd, is a refuge for the 
flock, a place of green pastures and clear 
waters, a place of restoration for wounded 
sheep and most certainly, a place that 
fights off the wolves. The secular and reli-
gious news media have globally exposed 
the fact that not only are there wolves in 
the fold, we have, in the name of our God, 
protected their place among God’s sheep 
by complicity, cover-up, and deceit. We 
have protected the institution of shepherd-
ing rather than the sheep. This results in 
untold damage being done to the body of 
Christ by those who name his name.

The Evil Reality  
of Spiritual Abuse

In my work as a Christian psychologist, 
I have walked alongside victims of many 
kinds of abuse: child sexual abuse, rape, 
domestic abuse, and human trafficking. 
The impact of trauma and abuse on a life 
is profound and long-lasting. I have also 
worked with Christian leaders who have 
used their power to control, manipulate, 
and silence those entrusted to their care.  
I believe as Christ-followers we are called to 
wrestle with the issue of abuse in Christian 
circles, fearlessly facing what is happening 
and the harm being done to vulnerable and 
precious people dearly loved by God. 

Spiritual abuse should be an oxymoron. 
The word spiritual refers to something 
affecting a human spirit or soul. Abuse 
means to mistreat another, to deceive or 

A
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As one pastor said to me years ago, 
“We would not want to expose this and 
destroy such a gifted young man, would 
we Diane?” A woman comes forward and 
says her husband is battering her. But 
this husband, a leader in the church and a 
successful businessman, gives large mon-
etary gifts, so we send her home to treat 
him “better” so he will stop. The position 
and authority of leaders are coupled with 
scriptures that are twisted to protect the 
system, rather than keeping the sheep of 
God’s pasture safe. The damage is devas-
tating, often with lifelong repercussions.

Many of us have confused the church 
system with Jesus Christ; they are not 
the same. There are wolves among the 
sheep, tares among the wheat. Jesus called 
humans that looked good on the outside 
white-washed tombs full of stink. My 
work has taught me that many poor sheep 
have followed a blind guide, a gifted wolf, 
and landed in a pit.

Our faith systems have glorious goals, 
to bring many to Christ, to make disciples. 
But over time our stated purpose is often no 
longer our governing purpose. The unstated, 
but governing purpose becomes attract-
ing more people, raising more money, 
or achieving greater renown. We end up 
building systems on a foundation of decep-
tion rather than on Jesus. As a result, we 
practice oppression, silencing, dehuman-
izing violence, arrogance, and corruption. 
We deceive ourselves, protecting within 
our systems the very toxins that will kill it 
if left untended.

Acknowledging the Truth
No so-called Christian system is truly 

God’s work unless it fleshes out his char-
acter. Toleration of sin, pretense, and 
crookedness do not reveal the character 
of God, even if they bear his name. Arro-
gance is never godly. Covering up sin is 
never godly. Abuse of power is never godly. 
Shepherds who feed on sheep are abusive. 
Leadership that preserves and protects the 
system, rather than the people, turns the 
house of God into a safe place for predators. 

that this leader, with verbal gifts and theo-
logical knowledge, is wise and spiritually 
mature. They trust him, and the church 
grows. Sometimes that “servant of God” 
turns out to be a bully, working the system 
and its people to feed himself, taking what 
he thinks he needs or deserves. When this 
happens, it’s often confusing, and others 
may excuse the behavior. 

But over time a pattern is revealed as deci-
sions are made and actions taken to benefit 
or preserve the leader rather than care for 
the followers. The leader—and others with 
power—believe that if he fails, the whole 
system everyone has worked so hard to 
build will go down. The system is protected 
rather than the sheep. The “mission” con-
trols leadership rather than the Master.

Leaders and followers in such a system 
become focused on serving the system 
rather than serving God. But the system 
is not the Savior. It’s an easy deception to 

fall into, but it leads to hiding, ignoring, 
or denying malignant toxins that then go 
untreated. Sexual abuse, domestic vio-
lence, the abuse of power, arrogance, and 
many other things take root. The system 
has the equivalent of untreated cancer. 

Then a child comes forward and says to 
the pastor that the youth leader molested 
them. We protect the youth leader and 
not the child “for the sake of the church.” 

I  B E L I E V E  A S  C H R I S T - F O L L OW E R S 

W E  A R E  C A L L E D  T O  W R E S T L E  

W I T H  T H E  I S S U E  O F  A B U S E  I N 

C H R I S T I A N  C I R C L E S ,  F E A R L E S S L Y 

FAC I N G  W H AT  I S  H A P P E N I N G  
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called us to protect and guide is to abuse 
our holy God.

In Jesus’ day, religious leaders seated 
themselves in high places. They spoke 
good words, but oppressed others with 
heavy burdens and loved the honor they 
received. Jesus’ word for them was, “Woe 
to you.” He lamented because leaders 
were shutting the door of his kingdom 
in the faces of his sheep. His heart was 
broken over the character exhibited by 
leaders in the house of God. They brought 
desolation into his house.

We must acknowledge and tell the truth 
about these things. Great damage is being 
done to God’s sheep, in his name. He weeps 
over such leaders and the sheep they harm. 
Be watchful. Recognize coercive and 
manipulative behavior. Call it by its right 
name when someone in power uses spir-
itual words and ideas to silence, control, 
and intimidate. Be discerning about those 
who hold power—including yourself. Do 
not be deceived. 

May we, with Daniel, call out to God: “O 
Lord, hear! O Lord forgive. O Lord listen 
and act. For your own sake do not delay, 
because your church and your people are 
called by your name” (Dan. 9:19).

Dr. Diane Langberg is a psychologist working  
with trauma survivors, caregivers, and clergy, and 
the author of Redeeming Power: Understanding 
Authority and Abuse. 

Those who come to feed on God himself find 
themselves being the main course instead.

We have failed to protect leaders from 
their own bondage to self-deception and 
sin. Exposure brings hope, for it brings 
the cancer to the light. To hide sin by 
cover-up or silent complicity is spiritual 
abuse. It is a failure to love the perpetra-
tor. Demise of a system—even a spiritual 
system—is not the worst that can happen.

Whenever another human being—knit 
together by God—is abused, we have also 
abused God himself (Matt. 25:40,45). David 
said to God, “Against you and you only have 
I sinned and done evil in your sight.” Sin is 
an offense to God. When a child is sexually 
abused, God is stricken. When a woman 
is sent home to endure an abusive hus-
band “for the sake of the marriage,” then 
God is misused. To twist God’s words and 
ignore harm to his children is to grieve 
him. Arrogance and abuse of power offend  
our God.

Romans 16:17 warns us to turn against 
those who cause occasions of stumbling. 
Leaders who cause people to stumble are 
slaves, not of our Lord Christ, but of their 
own appetites. They deceive the unsus-
pecting with “good” words. They are slaves 
to power, position, adulation, success, and 
money and will use the words of our God 
to deceive people who trust them. Power 
that uses God’s Word to deceive and harm 
is spiritual abuse. To abuse those God has 
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counseling process. A fundamental dynamic of marriage coun-
seling is helping spouses examine their own behavior so that 
each understands his or her contribution to shared problems, 
but this very process can unwittingly play into patterns of abuse 
rather than stop them.”6 

In counseling husbands who are abusive, it must be made 
absolutely clear that biblical headship does not entitle a hus-
band to treat his wife in a violent or oppressive manner. At the 
heart of most domestic abuse is the sinful use of a husband’s 
leadership to exercise control over another individual.7 Biblical 
headship is described as sacrificial servanthood, not unlimited 
authority (Mark 10:42–45). Let’s not confuse terms—when a hus-
band demands his own way or dominates his wife, we do not call 

this biblical headship, we call it 
what it is—selfishness and abuse  
of power. 

In light of this, what should 
we do as counselors? Two imme-
diate priorities emerge: identify 
immediate needs and plan for 
long-term care. 

Identifying  
Immediate Needs

The first immediate need in 
any domestic violence situation 
is to prioritize the safety of the 
abused.8 Often this is primar-
ily a matter of physical safety. 
Make sure they have emergency 
contact numbers at hand. As a 
counselor or pastor, you should 

not be their first phone call in case of emergency. Here are a 
few helpful numbers and tips. 

• Emergency 9–1–1 
• National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1–800–799-SAFE (7233) 
• Know the number for your local law enforcement.
• If they are there in the office with you, offer to help make 

the call with them. 
• Pastors and ministry leaders should be familiar with local 

women’s shelters and emergency personnel in their area.

If they are in an abusive relationship, help them develop a 
personal safety plan. Here are several helpful templates avail-
able online: 

• Brad Hambrick: http://bradhambrick.com/safetyplan/ 
• Justin and Lindsey Holcomb: http://justinholcomb.com/

wp-content/uploads/2014/05/IsItMyFaultAppendix2.pdf 
• An example of a secular safety assessment: https://www.

marincourt.org/ PDF/LethalityRisk.pdf 

learly, abuse is not something new or modern. It has 
been one of the results of sin in our fallen world from 
the very beginning. Tim Lane and Paul Tripp write, 

“The Bible is not about an idyllic world full of noble people who 
always make the right choice. The Bible describes a world we 
recognize, where very good and very bad things happen, and 
where people make wonderful and horrible choices. The Bible 
describes a world that sometimes makes us laugh, but often 
makes us cry.”1 

The Bible condemns abusive violence of all kinds. The Bible not 
only describes abuse and narrates tragic stories of abuse, it also 
clearly and unequivocally condemns abuse of all kinds (cf. Ex. 
21:12–27). Abuse of authority or power is always a sin. It is never 
an acceptable dynamic in any 
relationship, especially a mar-
riage relationship. The psalmist 
writes, “The Lord examines the 
righteous, but the wicked, those 
who love violence, he hates with 
a passion” (Ps. 11:5). Does that 
language surprise you? Aren’t we 
told hate the sin, not the sinner? 
Not always so. Here the Bible 
speaks loud and clear—God hates 
those who love violence. 

The Bible speaks honestly of 
abuse, condemning abuse and 
those who practice violence. But 
most importantly—and what 
your counselee needs to hear—
is this: God hears the cries of the 
abused, the oppressed, the torn 
down, the battered, and the beaten.2 Psalm 10:17 states, “You, 
Lord, hear the desire of the afflicted; you encourage them, and 
you listen to their cry.” The abused have a God who is never 
deaf to their cries for help.3 Ed Welch writes, “If she [he] looks 
for words to say in the Psalms she will find that God espe-
cially invites those who have enemies and oppressors to come  
to him.”4 

Indeed, our Savior is someone who understands what it 
means to be afflicted and oppressed: “He was despised and 
rejected by mankind, a man of suffering, and familiar with pain”  
(Isa. 53:3). 

In marriage, all forms of abuse must be addressed and taken 
seriously by the counselor. As referenced in chapter three, when 
abuse is taking place in a marriage, the marriage counseling 
needs to come to an end. At this point, individual and separate 
counseling for the abused and the abuser is necessary.5 Winston 
Smith writes, “It’s important to identify the presence of abuse in 
marriage because, undetected, these patterns can sabotage the 

T H E  B I B L E  N O T  O N L Y  D E S C R I B E S 

A B U S E  A N D  N A R R A T E S  T R A G I C 

S T O R I E S  O F  A B U S E ,  I T  A L S O 

C L E A R L Y  A N D  U N E Q U I V O C A L L Y 

C O N D E M N S  A B U S E  O F  A L L  K I N D S .
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Seek an assessment of the situation to differentiate abuse from 
everyday relational conflict. Using the definition of domestic 
violence provided by Justin and Lindsey Holcomb, a number of 
issues can help you understand the difference between abuse 
and everyday conflict:9 

• Intentional: The abuser is willfully using abusive tactics to 
get what they want. 

• Methodical: Abusers steadily increase abusive behaviors to 
get what they want. 

• Pattern: Abuse is not a series of isolated events, but an over-
arching pattern of behavior designed to inflict harm on an 
individual. 

• Tactics: Shaming, exploitation, threats, intimidation, and 
self-pity are all common tactics used by abusers. 

• Power: The abuser uses power—physical, emotional, finan-
cial—to achieve control over their spouse or other victims. 

• Control: By whatever means necessary, abusers want their 
spouse to be under their control—physically, emotionally, 
financially, and even at times, spiritually. 

• Desires: The abuser wants what the abuser wants. Any out-
side needs or concerns are discounted at the expense of 
what they desire. 

Understand that abuse typically escalates. Yes, there might be 
days and weeks when the abuse recedes into the background, 
but over the balance of the relationship, abuse tends to escalate 
and intensify without intervention. Make sure you are not send-
ing the abused back into an environment unprepared. 

Planning for Long-Term Care
A second priority is planning for long-term care. In cases where 

physical safety is a concern, a physical separation is advised. 
However, encouraging the abused spouse to separate from their 
abusive spouse must not be done lightly. “When church leaders 
act too quickly, questioning or confronting the abuser before the 
victim is ready, they can cause more harm than good, even put-
ting the victim in greater danger. The victim may be silenced and 

punished by the abuser who now knows she spoke to an out-
sider. Ensuring the immediate safety of the victim is essential, 
but so is securing her long-term safety.”10 

Darby Strickland reminds us, “Keep in mind that the most 
dangerous time for a woman is when she is fleeing abuse. 
There is no room for optimistic and naive thinking when it 
pertains to safety issues. It is incumbent upon us to be edu-
cated.”11 This is not a time to deliver a theological argument 
about divorce and remarriage. That can come at a later point. 
Right now the immediate need is the care and support of  
the abused.12 

Yes, God calls us to endure suffering. Yes, he can redeem us 
through suffering and hardship, but those principles must be 
balanced and read in relationship to all of Scripture. God cares 
about the oppressed and seeks to deliver them. God cares for 
the individuals in marriage as much as he cares for the institu-
tion of marriage. You do not have a “high view of marriage” if 
you encourage spouses to endure abuse. This is actually a low 
view of marriage. 

Ask questions to help you gain a better perspective and under-
standing of the situation.13 At this point, some counselees might 
be fearful of retribution from the abusive spouse or feel they are 
betraying their spouse by answering your questions. Help the 
abused understand that sharing their story is not a betrayal of 
their spouse. Ed Welch notes, “It is not a betrayal of the perpe-
trator. Instead, one goal is to bring the perpetrator’s sin to light 
so he has the opportunity to turn to God and, as a result, turn 
away from God’s wrath.”14 

If the abused decides to leave the abuser, utilize all the resources 
at your disposal (e.g., benevolence fund, deacon fund, etc.) to 
help them find food and shelter. Remember that our faith is an 
active faith, so wise words should be accompanied by good deeds  
( James 2:14). 

It is important that you do not handle this situation on your 
own. Early on, you will need to identify and get help from a 
variety of people, including: medical professionals, legal profes-
sionals, counselors, law enforcement, etc. 

And you should pray with your counselee. It might seem 
inconsequential to you, but this powerful act of prayer is most 
likely something they haven’t experienced before. Pray spe-
cifically, powerfully, and expectantly for God to draw near to 
the abused. 

Heavenly Father, 
I come to you this afternoon and ask for your help in the midst 
of Lucy’s trouble. Father, you know her, you created her, and 
you love her. Help her right now in this moment to sense your 
presence and care. I pray that she knows that you see her, hear 
her, and have a plan to rescue her from evil. 
Amen. 

A B U S E  O F  A N Y  K I N D — E M O T I O N A L , 

S P I R I T U A L ,  P H Y S I C A L ,  S E X U A L , 

E C O N O M I C — I S  E V I L  A N D  W R O N G .
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When Spouses Remain in Abusive Relationships
What should you do with spouses who choose to remain in 

abusive relationships? First, do not condemn or shame. The 
dynamics of seeking to separate from an abuser are incredibly 
complex. Leaving an abuser does not necessarily mean that the 
abuse ends. Justin and Lindsey Holcomb note, “Domestic abuse 
does not end immediately with separation from the abuser. Over 
75% of separated women suffer post-separation abuse.”15 

While separation from the abuser is recommended, that is 
not always what the abused chooses. Chuck DeGroat writes, 
“A decision to stay in a relationship with an abuser requires 
significant spiritual/emotional strength. They have an internal 
strength and sense of identity (rooted deeply in Christ, not in 
the devastating “arrows to the heart” from the abuser). This 
choice often comes after significant self-assessment in rela-
tionship with wise counselors and pastors. It also comes in the 
context of the community looking in on her well-being. When 
or why she should stay is not answered by filling out a check-
list, but by working through some pretty heavy questions and 
with very wise counsel.”16 

Taken from Counsel for Couples: A Biblical and Practical Guide for Marriage 
Counseling (pp. 179-183, 186) by Jonathan Holmes. Copyright © 2019 by 
Zondervan. Used by permission of Zondervan. www.zondervan.com.

Jonathan Holmes is the founder and executive director of Fieldstone 
Counseling. 

1 Timothy S. Lane and Paul David Tripp, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: 
New Growth, 2008), 98. 
2 Cf. Abigail and Nabal in 1 Samuel 25:3, 17, 24–25, 38 and the Israelites in Jeremiah 
50:33–34. 
3 Cf. Psalm 5, 7, 10, 55–57, 140. 
4 Edward T. Welch, “Living with an Angry Husband,” Journal of Biblical 
Counseling 24, no. 4 (2006): 47. 
5 The level of competency needed to address issues like domestic violence and 
abuse are most likely beyond the scope of the average pastor. That does not 
mean the pastor is absolved of responsibility, but in instances of abuse, pastors 
should probably help develop a network of care, accountability, and counsel. 
6 Winston Smith, “When NOT to Do Marriage Counseling,” Journal of Biblical 
Counseling 27, no. 1 (2013): 73–74. 
7 One of the dynamics that can lead to outbreaks of domestic violence in marriages 
is an upside-down view of complementarian headship, i.e., that the husband is 
the head of the wife. A husband can wield such authority in an ungodly way. 
Jason Meyer states, “Hyper-headship is a satanic distortion of male leadership, 
but it can fly under the radar of discernment because it is disguised as strong male 
leadership. Make no mistake—it is harsh, oppressive, and controlling. In other 
words, hyper-headship becomes a breeding ground for domestic abuse.” Jason 
Meyer, “Hyper-Headship and the Scandal of Domestic Abuse in the Church,” 
April 28, 2015. The Gospel Coalition: https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org/justintay-
lor/2015/04/28/ hyper-headship-and-the-scandal-of-domestic-abuse-in-the-church/. 
Another dynamic that can lead to women being called to submit to such abusive 
headship is a high view of marriage that leads to a “marriages must be saved at all 
costs” mentality. Both must be balanced by a biblical understanding of Scripture. 
8 Brad Hambrick has a helpful post on the triage of complex counseling cases: 
http://bradhambrick. com/triage2/. 
9 Holcomb and Holcomb, Is It My Fault?, 57–58. 
10 Bruce Ashford, J. D. Greear, and Brad Hambrick, “4 Myths about Responding to 
Spousal Abuse,” May 2018, Christianity Today: https://www.christianitytoday.com/
pastors/2018/may-web-exclusives/4- myths-about-responding-to-spousal-abuse.html. 
11 Darby Strickland, “Counseling in the Brambles: How to Help Oppressive 
Marriages,” Journal of Biblical Counseling 30, no. 3 (2016): 37. 
12 For additional reading on the topic of divorce in abusive marriages, I would 
recommend Jim Newheiser, Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage: Critical Questions 
and Answers, 259–65; and David Instone- Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the 
Church: Biblical Solutions for Pastoral Realities, 93–106. The scope of this chapter 
does not allow for questions related to the biblical arguments for/against divorce/
separation in cases of abuse. 
13 The Holcombs have a list of questions in their book Is It My Fault? on pages 
32–35. Leslie Vernick has a downloadable survey you can use at her website: 
http://www.leslievernick.com/pdfs/Relationship -test .pdf. 
14 Edward T. Welch, “Living with an Angry Husband,” Journal of Biblical Counseling 
24, no. 4 (2006): 48. 
15 Holcomb and Holcomb, Is It My Fault?, 64. 
16 Chuck DeGroat, “Identity, Abuse, and Cruciformity: Does ‘Being Like 
Jesus’ Mean Staying with an Abuser?,” May 25, 2005. https://chuckdegroat.
net/2009/05/25/identity-abuse-and-cruciformity -does-being-like-jesus-mean 
-staying-with-an-abuser/. 

Abuse of any kind—emotional, spiritual, physical, sexual, 
economic—is evil and wrong. Pastors and counselors must 
be unequivocal in condemning such behavior as it is entirely 
opposed to the sacrificial love of our Savior. Counseling those 
in abusive relationships is one of the most difficult situations 
we encounter in counseling, and it requires a pastoral coun-
selor to marshal all the resources at their disposal to bring 
help, hope, and healing to bear. May God equip us well for 
this task.
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arents and caregivers have the 
wonderful privilege to explain 
to their children that God 
made their bodies. Because pri-
vate parts are private, there can 

be lots of questions, curiosity, or shame 
regarding them. For their protection, 
children need to know about private 
parts and understand that God made 
their body and made it special. 

The message children need to hear is: 
“God made all of you. Every part of your 
body is good, and some parts are private. 
He made the parts of your body that other 
people see every day, and he made your 
private parts. Every part is good because 
God made every part and called them  
all good.”

HEARTBREAKING  
SEXUAL ABUSE FACTS 

Parents need and want help in protect-
ing their child from sexual abuse, which 
is an important and prevalent issue. One 
in four women and one in six men have 
been or will be assaulted in their lifetime. 
Heartbreakingly, many of the victims of 
this epidemic are children: 15% of those 
assaulted are under age 12, and 29% are 
between ages 12 to 17. Girls between the 
ages of 16 and 19 are four times more 
likely than the general population to be 
victims of sexual assault.

Most victims of child sexual assault 
know their attacker: 34.2% of assail-
ants were family members, 58.7% were 
acquaintances, and only 7% of the perpe-
trators were strangers to the victim.1

Although strangers are stereotyped 
as perpetrators of sexual assault, the 
evidence indicates that a high percent-
age of offenders are acquaintances of 
the victim.1

Most child sexual abuse offenders 
describe themselves as religious, and stud-
ies suggest the most egregious offenders 
tend to be actively involved with their 
faith community.2

Parents and caregivers need to be 
smarter and better prepared than those 
who would want to harm the child they 
love and want to protect. While actions 
by adults can be more effective than 
expecting children to protect them-
selves from sexual abuse, children still 

need accurate, age-appropriate infor-
mation about child sexual abuse and 
confidence their parents and caregivers 
will support them.

PRACTICAL WAYS TO  
EDUCATE YOUR CHILDREN 

Education is important in prevention 
against inappropriate sexual behavior 

The message children need to hear 

is: “God made all of you. Every part 

of your body is good, and some 

parts are private. He made the parts 

of your body that other people see 

every day, and he made your pri-

vate parts. Every part is good be-

cause God made every part and 

called them all good.”

P
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or contact. By teaching children about 
their body and discussing appropriate 
and inappropriate touch, you are helping 
them understand their ability to say “No” 
to unwanted touch, which will help them 
if anyone ever tries to hurt or trick them.

Here are nine practical things parents 
and caregivers can do to protect their 
children from sexual abuse:

1. Explain to your child  
that God made their body. 

An explanation can look something 
like, “Every part of your body is good, and 
some parts of your body are private.”

2. Teach proper names  
of private body parts.

It might be uncomfortable at first, 
but use the proper names of body parts. 
Children need to know the proper names 
for their genitals. This knowledge gives 
children correct language for understand-
ing their bodies, for asking questions 
that need to be asked, and for telling 
about any behavior that could lead to  
sexual abuse.

Clearly identify for your child which 
parts of their anatomy are private. 
Explain to your child that “some places 
on your body should never be touched 
by other people—except when you need 
help in the bathroom, or are getting 
dressed, or when you go to the doctor.” 
You can do this with young children 
during bath time or have your child dress 
in a bathing suit and show them that all 
areas covered by a bathing suit are “pri-
vate.” The bathing suit analogy can be 
a bit misleading because it fails to men-
tion that other parts of the body can be 
touched inappropriately (like mouth, 
legs, neck, arms), but it is a good start for 
little ones to understand the concept of 
private parts.

3. Invite your child’s communication. 
Let your child know they can tell you 

if anyone touches them in the private 
areas or in any way that makes them feel 
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uncomfortable (even areas not covered 
by the bathing suit)—no matter who the 
person is, or what the person says to them. 
Assure your child they will not be in trou-
ble if they tell you they’ve been touched 
inappropriately—rather, you will be proud 
of them for telling you and will help them 
through the situation.

4. Talk about touches. 
Be clear with adults and children about 

the difference between touch that is OK 
and touch that is inappropriate. To your 
child say something like: “Most of the time 
you like to be hugged, snuggled, tickled, 
and kissed, but sometimes you don’t, and 
that’s OK. Let me know if anyone—family 
member, friend, or 
anyone else—touches 
you or talks to you in a 
way that makes you feel 
uncomfortable.”

Teach little ones how 
to say, “Stop,” “All done,” 
and, “No more.” You can 
reiterate this by stop-
ping immediately when 
your child expresses that 
they are all done with 
the hugging or tickling. 
Your reaction is noteworthy for them as it 
demonstrates they have control over their 
bodies and desires.

If there are extended family members 
who may have a hard time understand-
ing your family boundaries, you can 
explain that you are helping your chil-
dren understand their ability to say no to 
unwanted touch, which will help them 
if anyone ever tries to hurt them. For 
example, if your child does not want to 
kiss Grandpa, let them give a high five or 
handshake instead.

5. Don’t ask your child  
to maintain your emotions. 

Without thinking, we sometimes ask a 
child something along the lines of, “I’m 
sad, can I have a hug?” While this may 
be innocent in intent, it sets the child 

up to feel responsible for your emotions 
and state of being: “Mom is sad . . . I need 
to cheer her up.” If someone wanted to 
abuse a child they might use similar lan-
guage to have the child “help” them feel 
better, and the child might rationalize it 
as acceptable if this is something they do 
innocently with you.

6. Throw out the word “secret.” 
Explain the difference between a secret 

and a surprise. Surprises are joyful and 
generate excitement, because in just a little 
while something will be unveiled that will 
bring great delight. Secrets, in contrast, 
cause isolation and exclusion. When it 
becomes customary to keep secrets with  

just one individual, children are more sus-
ceptible to abuse. Perpetrators frequently 
ask their victims to keep things secret just 
between them.

7. Clarify rules for playing “doctor.” 
Playing doctor can turn body parts into 

a game. If children want to play doctor, 
you can redirect this game by suggest-
ing using dolls and stuffed animals as 
patients instead of their own body. This 
way they can still use their doctor tools, 
but to fix and take care of their toys. It 
may take some time for them to make the 
shift, but just remind them gently that 
we don’t play games, like doctors, with 
our bodies. If you find your child explor-
ing his or her own body with another 
child, calmly address the situation and 
set clear boundaries by saying, “It looks 

like you and your friend are comparing 
your bodies. Put on your clothes. And 
remember, even though it feels good to 
take our clothes off, we keep our clothes 
on when playing.”3

8. Identify whom to trust.
 Talk with your kids about whom you 

and they trust. Then give them permis-
sion to talk with these trustworthy adults 
whenever they feel scared, uncomfortable, 
or confused about someone’s behavior 
toward them.

9. Report suspected abuse immediately.
You’ve read these steps, now consider 

yourself an advocate against childhood 
sexual abuse. Report 
anything you know or 
suspect might be sexual 
abuse. If you don’t, it’s 
possible no one else will.

Educating your 
children and giving 
age-appropriate infor-
mation about sexual 
abuse is an important 
way to help prevent 
abuse. These nine prac-
tical steps will help you 

to empower your children against sexual 
abuse and will give them confidence that 
they can come to you for help and you 
will support them.

Justin Holcomb is a minister and professor of 
theology and Christian thought.

Lindsey Holcomb, MPH, counsels victims of 
sexual assault and domestic violence and is the 
cofounder of REST.

1 US Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2000 Sexual Assault 
of Young Children as Reported to Law Enforcement 
(2000).
2 Donna Eshuys & Stephen Smallbone, Religious 
Affiliations Among Adult Sexual Offenders, 18 SEX 
ABUSE 279 (2006); Philip Firestone, et al., Clerics 
Who Commit Sexual Offenses: Offender, Offense, and 
Victim Characteristics, 18 JOURNAL OF CHILD 
SEXUAL ABUSE 442 (2009).
3 Dialogue from Stop It Now! tip sheet: http://www.
stopitnow.org/talking_to_kids

Parents and caregivers need to be smarter 

and better prepared than those who would 

want to harm the child they love and  

want to protect.
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as best you can. Don’t be alarmed if your 
answer to some of the questions is “I don’t 
know.” You are simply giving CPS the 
information you have as a starting place 
for them to vet the concern. 

These forms are divided into categories: 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional 
abuse, substance abuse, abandonment, 
etc. Don’t let it unsettle you that some of 
the questions explore areas that are not 
relevant to the situation you are report-
ing. CPS is just following protocol. 

AFTER THE PHONE CALL 
After a report is received, the CPS 

worker you spoke with will talk to their 
supervisor to decide whether the report 
will be accepted for assessment. This 
means two case workers have to deem the 
case worthy of further investigation in 
order for action to be taken. Even if CPS 
does not accept your report for investiga-
tion, this does not mean it was wrong or 
unwise for you to make the report. 

ou may have read the series of  
books by C. S. Lewis called “The 
Chronicles of Narnia.” In The Ma-
gician’s Nephew, two children find 

themselves in the world of Charn staring 
at a strange bell with the inscription: 

“Make your choice, adventurous 
Stranger, 

Strike the bell and bide the danger, 
Or wonder, till it drives you mad, 
What would have followed if you 

had.”1

In this brief poem, Lewis invites his 
readers to wrestle with the human re-
sponse to unknown outcomes. You’ll 
have to read the book to find out what 
happens next in Narnia, but in this 
lesson we want to explore the “un-
known outcome” of what happens 
when you call CPS. We don’t want 
uncertainty to be the reason we don’t 
take action to help an abused or ne-
glected child. 

BEFORE THE PHONE CALL 
Let’s review what happens before you 

make a call to CPS. The simple standard 
is that you have a “reasonable suspicion” 
that a child is experiencing abuse or 
neglect. A phone call to CPS is a way to 
get an experienced second opinion from 
someone with the authority to intervene if 
your suspicion is potentially valid. 

DURING THE PHONE CALL 
When you speak to CPS, let them know 

you are calling to report your concerns of 
neglect or abuse. The case worker will begin 
to ask you a series of questions, from a struc-
tured interview form. A link to the North 
Carolina version of this structured interview 
can be found here: https://www2.ncdhhs.
gov/info/olm/forms/dss/dss-1402-ia.pdf.  
You should ask a social worker from your 
state to share the version for your area. 

The purpose of the structured interview is 
to ensure the conversation covers key sub-
jects. Your goal is to answer the questions 

DON’T AVOID WHAT YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND

Y

Brad Hambrick, et al.

WHAT  
HAPPENS  
WHEN YOU  
CALL CPS?
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As the reporter, you should know that 
your identity is anonymous. CPS will not 
reveal any identifying information about 
you in their investigation. However, CPS 
will tell the family what the allegations 
are and use exact phrases from their 
report during their interviews. 

CPS will either respond immediately, 
within 24 hours, or within 72 hours 
depending on their level of concern. CPS 
should send you a notice, in the form 
of letter, of the outcome of their case 
within 30 days. 

We are discussing the ideal or standard 
protocols for CPS. As an institution run 
by humans, CPS does not always oper-
ate according to its ideals any more than 
the church always operates according to 
our ideals. Don’t let frustrations with one 
case cause you to neglect your responsi-
bilities with a future case. 

Be sure to get the CPS worker’s name 
and the case number so you can verify 
your report, if needed. 

IF THE REPORT IS ACCEPTED  
FOR INVESTIGATION 

When CPS begins their assessment with 
families, they take one of two approaches: 

1. An investigative assessment is the 
response that involves a clear risk of 
serious harm to the child. Investiga-
tive assessments are often done in 
collaboration with law enforcement. 

2. The more frequent approach CPS 
uses is a family assessment approach. 
This approach is used for lower risk 
situations that still merit investi-
gation. In this approach, the first 
contact with the family is typically 
to call and schedule a time to meet 
with them. 

Step One: Safety Plan 
After CPS initiates a case, they typi-

cally discuss concerns with the family 
and put a safety plan in place. This is a 
signed agreement with the family about 
how they will ensure the safety of the 
child. Also at this time, CPS will attempt 

to connect the family with resources rel-
evant to family’s needs. 

This is an area where the church can be 
an immense asset. Ask to see the safety 
plan, because children or student min-
istry leaders may need to be informed 

of limitations on who can pick up the 
children. Offer to help with childcare, 
supervised visitation, or other ways of 
ensuring family safety.

If a Child Is at Greater Risk 
When CPS finds that a child’s safety 

continues to remain at-risk, they can 
remove a child from the home. Besides 
the priority of keeping families together, 
taking children away from their parents is 
a complicated, expensive, and time-con-
suming task that CPS wants to avoid 
as much as possible. If a child is placed 
outside of their home, it is only because 
CPS has found the parents non-compliant 
with the safety plan and there is no way to 
guarantee the child’s safety in the home. 

CPS tries to keep children as close to 
their current living situation as possible; 
close to their current homes, in the same 
school, and in contact with their family. 
This is where church members, who are 
in the same community, can be of great 
assistance by serving as foster families.

We know this brief lesson cannot 
answer all the questions you have about 
CPS. When a child’s safety is at risk, our 
minds can and should race with questions. 
If you have more questions, invite a CPS 
social worker to come to a church staff 
meeting or volunteer training for a Q&A.

The goal of this lesson is to ensure that 
uncertainty about a process does not 
create passivity. It will never be “comfort-
able” when a call to CPS is needed. But 
at this point you should know enough to 
call CPS with confidence, understanding 

what is happening on the other end of 
the call. 

KEY POINTS OF THIS LESSON 
• The criterion for calling CPS is a “rea-

sonable suspicion” of abuse or neglect 
of a child. 

• CPS will take you through a stan-
dardized interview process and vet 
the information received by two 
case workers (the intake worker and 
their supervisor) to determine if an 
investigation is needed.

• There are multiple ways it is possi-
ble for your church to serve the child 
and family during the CPS investiga-
tion process and afterward.

Contributors include Brad Hambrick, Rachael 
Denhollander, Mika Edmondson, Samantha 
Kilpatrick, Diane Langberg, Chris Moles, 
Andrea Munford, Karla Siu, Darby Strickland, 
and Leslie Vernick.

This article is an excerpt taken from Lesson 7 of 
the Becoming a Church that Cares Well for the 
Abused curriculum (http://churchcares.com). This 
free, 12-lesson video curriculum and accompa-
nying handbook is available at churchcares.com 
and was created to help churches be equipped to 
respond well in the initial stages of learning about 
instances of sexual, physical, or emotional abuse.

1 C. S. Lewis, The Magician’s Nephew in “The Chronicles 
of Narnia” series (New York: Harper Collins, 2001, 35.

We don’t want uncertainty to be the reason we don’t 
take action to help an abused or neglected child. 
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First Steps When a 
Victim Discloses Abuse  
Key Responses to Care Well for the Abused 

Brad Hambrick, et al.

he first and most important thing 
you need to realize when some-

one discloses the experience of sexual 
abuse is that they are demonstrating an 
immense amount of courage. 

Caring for Survivors 
Maybe one of the least understood 

aspects of sexual abuse is the victim’s 
loss of voice. Abuse is usually followed by 
demands not to tell anyone and threats of 
what will happen if the victim does talk. 
Then, once a victim is alone, their own 
sense of shame makes them not want to 
tell anyone. Finally, there are the fears of 
what they will have to endure if they tell 
someone and are believed, not to men-
tion the fears of telling someone and not 
being believed. 

By the time victims get to the point of 
talking to you as a ministry leader about 
their experience of sexual abuse, they 
are in the midst of navigating all of these 
fears. That is courage! 

By the end of the initial conversation 
with a victim, you should help them 
make decisions about what legal steps 
need to be taken and what self-care 
steps are wise. But if we fixate on the end 
of the conversation, we will turn delicate 
conversations of pastoral care into cold 
conversations of legal obligation. 

If a victim feels uncared for or unbe-
lieved, they recoil and begin to think 
they’ve made a mistake in talking. Their 
statements begin to contradict one another 
and a moment of potential healing only 
reinforces pain. But this time, pain is mul-
tiplied by the fact that even their church 
(representing God) failed them. 

You may be thinking, “This feels com-
plicated and messy. It feels like more than 

T
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As much as you are willing, keep me 
informed of what you’re learning and 
deciding. What you’re facing is hard. 
I would like to learn alongside you so 
I can be a better pastor for others in 
similar situations. Again, as much as 
you are willing and as you are ready, 
I’d like to help identify people from 
our church who can walk alongside 
you on this journey. 

You don’t have to be an expert on any-
thing—legal matters or traumatic sexual 
abuse counseling—to be a good pastor 
or ministry leader. You are free to be as 
helpful as you are currently equipped to 
be. Your church member will be grateful 
to have a pastor and church willing to 
care for them in this way. 

Key Points of This Lesson
• Disclosing sexual abuse takes courage 

and we should honor that courage.
• The report of sexual abuse against a 

minor or of an abuser who has access 
to minors should be reported; this is 
a legal mandate, therefore a matter 
of obeying Romans 13:1–6.

• When walking with an adult victim 
of sexual abuse, they should know 
they have our support in taking 
whatever legal steps serves them 
best, and we should connect them 
with someone experienced in help-
ing victims make those decisions. 

This article is an excerpt taken from Lesson 
5 of the Becoming a Church that Cares Well 
for the Abused curriculum (http://churchcares.
com). This free, 12-lesson video curriculum and 
accompanying handbook is available at church-
cares.com and was created to help churches be 
equipped to respond well in the initial stages of 
learning about instances of sexual, physical, or 
emotional abuse.

Contributors include Brad Hambrick, 
Rachael Denhollander, Mika Edmondson, 
Samantha Kilpatrick, Diane Langberg, Chris 
Moles, Andrea Munford, Karla Siu, Darby 
Strickland, and Leslie Vernick.You may be thinking, “This feels complicated  

and messy. It feels like more than I’m trained  
to do.” It is messy. Welcome, again, to the life  
of someone who has been abused. 

I’m trained to do.” It is messy. Welcome, 
again, to the life of someone who has 
been abused. It is not as complicated as it 
appears, but abuse (even hearing of some-
one else’s abuse) does cloud our thinking. 
You may not be trained to walk the full 
journey of restoration with someone, 
but as a ministry leader, it is part of our 
gospel calling to at least walk the first 
steps of this journey well. That is what 
this lesson is intended to train you to do. 

If you are talking with an adult who 
has been abused as a child, a question 
that needs to be raised during this initial 
conversation is, “Does your abuser have 
any access to children at this time?” If 
the answer is “yes,” then this consti-
tutes “reasonable suspicion” of a child 
being abused and a CPS report needs to 
be made. 

However, there are instances of date 
rape, sexual assault, or sexual abuse in 
marriage where no children are known 
to be in harm’s way. This does not mean 
that no legal actions should be taken; it 
just means that prompt reporting to an 
agency like CPS is not mandated. 

In the case where no children are in 
harm’s way, victims can put their own 
well-being in the forefront of their deci-
sion-making regarding legal action. The 
victim can ask questions like: What would 
be the emotional cost of pressing charges? Am 
I ready for that? What would I need to do to 
be ready for that legal process? What are the 
emotional costs of not pressing charges? Am 
I okay with nothing being done? 

As a ministry leader, you don’t have 
to be the primary one helping the victim 
weigh all of those questions. In an initial 
conversation, that would be overwhelm-
ing. Your role in this early stage is to (a) 
assure the victim that these are good ques-
tions to ask, (b) assure them of support in 
whatever answer they choose, and (c) help 
connect them with someone experienced 
in working with abuse victims.

Finding a Good Counselor 
This means you have at least one more 

role in that initial conversation; after (a) 
hearing the victim’s story, (b) affirming 
their courage, and (c) validating their 
options, the last point of focus is this: 
(d) you need to help them find a good 
counselor. In any given community, the 
number and quality of options will vary. 
Your role is simply to help this individual 
to connect with the best of who is avail-
able in your community. In the follow up 
resource section of this lesson, we give you 
guidance on how to find quality counsel-
ors in your city and how to vet counselors 
that are a good fit for your members. 

When you recommend a counselor, be 
careful not to do a referral-as-handoff. 
Your shepherding presence as a minis-
try leader is still needed. Your follow up 
concern communicates that this person 
has value and helps assuage the fear 
that “someone knowing my experience 
would make me unlovable.” As you make 
a counseling recommendation, say some-
thing like: 
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hen we face a crisis, we both des-
perately want and are intensely 

skeptical toward hope. We want to know 
that things will eventually be better. But 
we inherently mistrust those who say, 
“Everything is going to be okay.” It feels 
like they’re minimizing the problem. We 
experience this with the coronavirus crisis, 
and we experience this with the sexual 
abuse crisis in the church.

One of the things we glean from this is 
the power of hope. The influence of hope 
is too great to be treated cavalierly. As 
Christians, because of the ultimate hope 
we have in Christ, we tend to be trium-
phalistic in how we speak of hope toward 
major temporal concerns. If we’re guaran-
teed heaven, what on earth really matters? 
This rhetorical question can be both true 
and unhelpful at the same time.

This attitude causes us to be poor am-
bassadors of Christ in the midst of a crisis. 
In effect, we become like an orthodon-
tist who promises to completely realign 
a teenager’s crooked teeth in less than 
a month. While initially appealing, we 
quickly realize that, even if possible, this 
remedy would be too painful to endure. In 
the midst of a crisis, this is how our ap-
peals to fast hope sound.

In our administration of hope we 
should follow the guidance of James 

regarding speech, “Let every person be 
quick to hear, slow to speak (1:19).” Too 
often, we only attach giving hope to the 
words we say, and neglect the power 
of giving hope found in the words we 
hear. Listening to someone is profoundly  
hope giving. 

What is a primary prayer of someone 
in crisis? “Hear me. Believe me. Let me 
know I am not alone. Let me know I am 
worth caring for.” We best embody God’s 
response to these prayers with attentive 
ears and compassionate eyes. Remember 

few things alleviate shame like empa-
thetic eye contact from someone who 
knows what makes you feel ashamed. 

We must realize that slow hope is not 
weak or lesser faith. The journey after 
sexual abuse is a marathon, not a sprint. 

How Do We Minister  
Slow Hope? 

W

Brad Hambrick

WALKING WITH FRIENDS  O N T HE  MARAT HO N AFT E R AB U S E

The journey after sexual 

abuse is a marathon, not  

a sprint. 
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Fast hope reveals that we do not real-
ize the journey on which we are joining 
our friend. Slow hope ministers out of 
Matthew 11:28-30 (i.e., “come to me all 
who are weary and heavy laden”) more 
than Isaiah 40:31 (i.e., “you will mount 
up with wings like eagles”). Both are bib-
lical. But one is a better theme verse for 
a marathon, while the other is better 
suited for a sprinter.

HOW TO MINISTER HOPE
This reflection begs the question, “How 

do we minister slow hope?” We have 
already mentioned the power of listening. 

The suggestions are really just extensions 
of listening well. 

Get to know your friend’s experience. 
Too often we think the event of abuse is 
the totality of what needs to be known 
about the experience of abuse. Often, we 
are hesitant to ask about the event of 
abuse. We realize those details are better 
addressed by law enforcement or a coun-
selor. But, when a friend entrusts us with 
their story, we should ask about their 
experience of abuse. 

• What relationships—specific people 
or types of relationships (i.e., dating 

or authority figures)—have become 
more difficult?

• What unpleasant emotions are more 
prevalent? What pleasant emotions 
are less prevalent?

• How have your sleeping and eating 
habits been affected?

• How many people do you feel like 
you can talk to when these things 
are hard? How many people would 
you like to be able to talk to?

This list is not exhaustive. But, hope-
fully, you can begin to see that showing 
interest in these questions validates that 
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who wants to enjoy life with you is 
hope giving.

SLOW-HOPE CONCLUSION
I know this article isn’t as profound 

and transformative as you hoped it would 
be. But that’s kind of the point. After a 
crisis, the best hope is patient hope. 
Considering these things, take a moment 
to read Psalm 23:1-4. I will take the lib-
erty of emphasizing one word.

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall 
not want.

He makes me lie down in green 
pastures.

He leads me beside still waters.
He restores my soul.
He leads me in paths of righteous-

ness for his name's sake.

Even though I walk through the 
valley of the shadow of death, 

I will fear no evil, for you are with me; 
your rod and your staff, they com-

fort me.

Why did I choose to emphasize the 
word “walk”? It is a pacing verb. It 
reveals the pace at which the Good 
Shepherd is willing to go. The Good 
Shepherd moves at the pace that is best 
for the sheep. The scary setting—the 
valley of the shadow of death—does not 
rush the pace. The health and ability of 
the sheep sets the pace. 

If we are going to be accurate ambas-
sadors of the Good Shepherd, we must 
prioritize our ministry efforts the same 
way. We cannot let our zeal of the des-
tination cause us to harm the sheep 
that have been entrusted to our care. 
That is what this reflection has been 
about: helping us pace our efforts to 
care well for the needs of those who 
have been hurt.

Brad Hambrick serves as the pastor of coun-
seling at The Summit Church in Durham, 
North Carolina. 

your friend is on a long, hard journey. It 
says through actions, rather than words, 
“You are not alone on this journey.” That 
gives hope.

Ask, “Are you ready for the next step.” 
Sometimes, as your friend receives guid-
ance on their legal or counseling journey, 
the next step will be clear, but your 
friend won’t be ready to take that step. 
Completing one step sometimes puts us 
in a position to rest before we take the 
next one. 

If our friend was recovering from 

knee surgery, we would get this. If they 
just finished a rehab session where they 
got full range of motion and the next 
step was to walk a flight of stairs, we 
wouldn’t rush them. We would cele-
brate the step taken, encourage them 
to listen to their doctors, and let them 
know it's okay to take recovery at their 
pace. Alleviating this kind of internal 
drive to go too fast removes a frequent 
hope-depleter. 

Be present for key events. There are 
many key events on the journey after 
sexual abuse: talking to police, each part 
of the legal process, calling to set an 
appointment with a counselor, and even 
attending church can be a key event. 
Hard things are easier—not easy—with 
a friend. Periodically ask your friend, 
“What events are coming up that you 
don’t want to do alone?” 

The nature of abuse is that it happens 

alone. Privacy is a near necessary factor 
to allow for abuse. This means that being 
alone during a key event is about more 
than loneliness. It is an echo of the con-
text that allowed abuse to happen. It 
screams, “The world hasn’t changed.” 
Your presence gives hope that the world 
is changing.

Ask about milestones on your friend’s 
nonpublic journey. Not everything 
that is significant on your friend’s jour-
ney is significant. Yes, there is a tension 
in the previous sentence. When only the 

abuse-related big things in 
your friend’s life get atten-
tion, it can feel like their 
life is being reduced to 
their experience of abuse 
in a new way.

Showing interest in a 
new hobby, a step toward 
making a new friend, a pro-
motion at work, and other 
comparable life events 
allows your friend to real-
ize, “I am more than my 

experience of abuse.” This is incredibly 
hope giving. 

Engage with your friend’s non-jour-
ney joys. In addiction counseling, this 
might be called “occupational therapy,” 
meaning learning to healthily occupy 
oneself with enjoyable activities. When 
a life struggle has been life dominating 
it consumes our life-giving activities. In 
this sense, going out to dinner with a 
friend is very therapeutic. 

While your friend is putting a great 
deal of emotional energy into their 
recovery or the legal process, ask, 
“What things do you enjoy that I 
could regularly invite you to do with 
me?” Friends can be a great excuse and 
reminder to enjoy life. But we should 
always add, “If my invitation is more 
than you have capacity for, I will never 
be offended if you take a raincheck.” 
But enjoying life and having someone 

The Good Shepherd moves 

at the pace that is best for 

the sheep.
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Abuse Prevention  
and Care For Survivors

More resources  
available at ERLC.comMore resources  
available at ERLC.com

Redeeming Power:  
Understanding Authority  
and Abuse in the Church 
DIANE LANGBERG

Brazos Press, 2020

Is it Abuse?: A Biblical Guide  
to Identifying Domestic Abuse  
and Helping Victims 
DARBY STRICKLAND

P & R Publishing, 2020

We Too: How the Church  
Can Respond Redemptively  
to the Sexual Abuse Crisis 
MARY E. DEMUTH

Harvest House Publishers, 2019

Into the Light 
MARY E. DEMUTH

LifeWay Press, 2020

What Is a Girl Worth?: My Story  
of Breaking the Silence and 
Exposing the Truth about Larry 
Nassar and USA Gymnastics
RACHAEL DENHOLLANDER

Tyndale Momentum, 2019

Becoming a Church that  
Cares Well for the Abused 
BRAD HAMBRICK, ED.

B&H Books, 2019

God Made All of Me:  
A Book to Help Children  
Protect their Bodies 
JUSTIN AND LINDSEY HOLCOMB

New Growth Press, 2015

On this Rock: A Call to Center the 
Christian Response to Child Abuse 
on the Life and Words of Jesus 
VICTOR VIETH

Wipf and Stock, 2018



Free Resource to  
Learn How to Hire Staff 
and Select Volunteers

How can you develop hiring and volunteer policies to better protect 
your most vulnerable? The Caring Well Hiring Guide provides a starting 
point for implementing effective hiring and screening policies to help 
prevent future abuse.

Download your  
free copy today at  
caringwell.com/hiring.
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