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Bringing this book to fruition required the help of many extraordinary people. I first want to express my thanks to experts in various fields, all of whom have made a significant impact in helping to improve the lives of children. These individuals were kind enough to speak with me about the child maltreatment problems that exist in America's faith communities, and some shared with me their own painful childhood experiences. They include Salma Abugideiri, Wisconsin State Rep. Terese Berceau, William H. Bowen, Barbara Dorris, Rev. Dr. Marie M. Fortune, Philip Greven, Marci A. Hamilton, David Jensen, Flora Jessop, Tim Kosnoff, Dr. Asher Lipner, Patricia Merkley, Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, Dr. Anne Owens, Phil E. Quinn, Kathryn Goering Reid, Rev. Dr. Sarah M. Rieth, Daniel Shea, Rabbi Ze’ev Smason, Rita Swan, Keith Wright, and David Yoder.

My deeply heartfelt appreciation goes out to the dozens of individuals who agreed to be interviewed for the purpose of talking about their own histories of abuse and neglect. While I will not list their names here to protect their identities, I cannot express how grateful I am for their honesty and trust. I also admire these individuals for finding the strength to face their hurtful pasts and build successful lives as strong and compassionate adults.

I thank Prometheus Books for publishing this work, a testament to the company's continued efforts to educate the public about problems that exist in religious settings. Everyone there has been courteous, supportive, and professional. I especially appreciate the work of copyeditor Jacqueline May Parkison, who gave my manuscript the polishing it so needed.

This was a research-heavy project, and it could not have been turned around in a timely way without the help of research assistants Heather Young, Meghan Hall, Gordon Wilkins, Allyson Whipple, and, above all, Chris Bennett, who stuck with the project until the end. I also extend a warm note of thanks to my local editor, Kathleen Magor.

Along the way, several close friends gave me unflagging moral support; some even took time to read parts of the book and provide helpful feedback. I also thank my parents, who never tired of encouraging me, listening to my complaints, and believing in the project. Finally, a special note of appreciation goes to my young daughter, who put up with me spending many hours on my laptop instead of doing fun activities with her such as playing chase, making lanyards, and going to Chuck E. Cheese's.

To all who have helped toward the completion of this text, I will always be grateful.
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When it comes to discussions about religion, people have all kinds of ways of defining the same terms and viewing the same concepts. Therefore, I feel it's important to explain my particular literary choices.

For starters, this book looks solely at what I call religious child maltreatment in the United States. (For the purposes of this book, a child is anyone under the age of eighteen.) The book addresses all three Abrahamic faiths: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. That said, readers will likely notice that there are many more pages devoted to Christian-based problems than Jewish or Muslim. This is not to assert that Christianity is a more worrisome faith (all faiths have doctrines that can be used to hurt children) but is simply because most of this country's worshippers are Christian. I should also add that problems can occur in any belief system, including Eastern and New Age religions.

Why the United States? Certainly, serious problems are occurring all over the globe. However, I felt it best to limit the focus to this country for a number of reasons. In part, I simply had to keep content to a manageable size, but, more important, I feel more attention needs to be paid to religious child maltreatment in America. While Americans seem able to recognize problems when they happen in other countries—especially those involving religions with which they are not very familiar—many in this country seem blinded to what goes on here.

Many biblical passages appear throughout this book, and almost all come from the New King James Version. I realize that many see newer translations as more authentic; however, my purpose is not to reveal religious “truths” but to explain how and why certain believers religiously justify abuse and neglect, and these perpetrators often adhere to the King James text. (I chose the newer version to save readers the headache of plowing through archaic language.)

I use the terms religion, faith, and spirituality interchangeably, although I usually avoid the use of the word cult. It has such negative connotations that I fear readers will discount information presented about these small, newly formed (and often unconventional) religious groups. In fact, I believe many Americans—even mainstream believers—can learn a great deal from problems that arise in cults. After all, the harmful aspects of some cults can manifest themselves in any faith, small or large. University of Illinois at Chicago psychology professor Bette L. Bottoms—one of only a few researchers to empirically examine the issue of religious child maltreatment—raises this point in one study. She notes that the public is quick to condemn cults that, for example, use excessive “Godly discipline” on children. Bottoms writes that these cases are “immediately highlighted in the news media, and criticized and rejected by society with much self-righteousness. Yet ‘cult’ beliefs and practices may differ only in degree from those of mainstream religious groups such as Methodists, Baptists, and Catholics.”1

I interviewed many people for this book who shared with me their personal histories. Some subjects are identified by first name only or by a fictitious first name. While I encouraged everyone to be identified with both first and last names, I ultimately allowed interviewees to decide how they would be identified. Many who wanted anonymity explained that, while they had left their childhood faiths, they continued to have relationships with people still in those faiths. These individuals felt revealing their identities would jeopardize those relationships.

Many people have asked about my upbringing, often assuming I had a terrible religious experience as a child. As I describe in the first chapter, I was raised with next to no religion. Both my parents are Jewish; however, religion was almost entirely absent from the household in which I grew up. As I describe in more detail later, I became interested in the subject of religious child maltreatment much the same way I have become interested in other subjects I have covered as a journalist. I learned that child abuse and neglect motivated by religious belief is a serious problem and one that needed more in-depth scrutiny.

Another disclosure: My book discusses problems of medical neglect in the Christian Science Church. Without fully realizing it, I used to indirectly work for the church. In the late 1990s, I was hired as a freelance reporter by Monitor Radio, a radio network that was owned by the church before being closed down in 1997. At the time, I knew next to nothing about the religion and generally enjoyed working on the handful of stories I reported for the network.

Finally, I want to include a few notes about the many tragic stories that are discussed in Breaking Their Will. First, I realize that a person's accusation against another does not in and of itself constitute guilt. However, I only included cases in which I wholeheartedly believed the allegations rang true. For example, in criminal cases, just about all the perpetrators I discuss were convicted by a judge or jury at trial, and many received long sentences. Also, I scrutinized interviewees who alleged that someone had harmed them.

Uncovering raw brutality, as many of these cases do, comes with a cost. I realize it will prevent some people from picking up the book; many will probably find my associating religion with these incidents to be sacrilegious. However, I feel it is important to expose these horrific acts. Shedding light on religious child maltreatment, including its egregious manifestations, is essential to raising awareness of a subject that has gone little noticed for a very long time. I concur with Ephesians 5:8–11, which urges us to face even the ugliest of truths: “Walk as children of light (for the fruit of the Spirit is in all goodness, righteousness, and truth)…. And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them.”
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A religious upbringing can be a wonderful experience for a child. I have spoken to many people who are very happy that they were raised with faith. For example, a friend of mine named Mary Ann, who grew up Catholic, told me that as a child, she felt at peace in church and loved the rituals. Even as an adult, she said, hearing a hymn can bring her to tears. I also spoke to a young woman named Devora, who grew up in an Orthodox Jewish home. Devora told me how important it was that her family observed the Sabbath. When telephones were turned off and no one drove vehicles, her family had lots of uninterrupted time to visit with relatives and friends.

A missionary with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, who asked to be referred to as Elder Budge, said he loved going to church when he was young, describing the environment as “a place of refuge.” He added that the feeling of safety stayed with him later in life; for example, he said he felt God's spirit while he was traveling on mission. Sam, a former member of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (FLDS), talked about appreciating the sense of community while growing up in the polygamous sect. When he was a child, he said, “I could pretty much walk into any of my neighbors’ houses, and they would treat me like I was one of their own kids.”

Religion can offer comfort to children in distress or crisis. Joanne suffered bouts of rheumatic fever throughout her childhood; each time, she was confined to her bed for months. To escape the boredom and loneliness, she turned to the Bible and read its “uplifting and promising” passages. David suffered horrendous abuse at the hands of his father. One night, when David was in his room, he believed he saw Jesus standing at the foot of his bed. The vision brought David peace. “I had a sense that somebody loved me. I knew I was going to survive after that,” he told me.

More often than not, religion is good for children. In an essay in Handbook of Parenting: Theory and Research for Practice, psychosocial professor Stephen Frosh of Birkbeck College at University of London chronicles numerous studies that show how religious activities are good for families: “There is some evidence that religious parents are more likely to have harmonious family relationships rather than the converse, and less likely to use physical punishment against their children.”1 Similarly, an article in the medical journal Pediatricsstates that children's sense of spirituality or engagement in a religious community “may provide a structure for positive coping strategies,” such as when children are faced with difficult experiences like illness, psychological problems, substance abuse, disability, or the death of a loved one.2 The article goes on to say that religious involvement can help children withstand emotional trauma caused by sexual abuse, racism, and isolation from their homeland. In addition, write the authors, religious activities have been associated with health-promoting behavior, better adolescent decision making, less delinquency and violence, increased academic and social competence, less stress, lower suicidal ideation, and reduced sexual aggression among male teens. Conversely, low religiosity tends to be related to higher rates of smoking, drinking, drug use, and adolescent pregnancy.3

Considering all this, it seems ludicrous—perhaps even blasphemous—to conclude that religion can be harmful for children. But the fact is, faith can both help and hurt.

RELIGION AS HARMFUL

There is, indeed, a dark side to religious belief—one that many people would rather not examine. For as long as humans have worshipped deities, we have been abusing and neglecting children in the name of faith. In ancient times, young ones were sacrificed to pagan gods, and there is evidence of children having been sacrificed in pre-Columbian cultures. For centuries, worshippers have believed that the severe physical punishment of children was necessary to please gods or expel evil spirits. Children with epilepsy were once beaten to drive out the devil, since the convulsions were believed to have been caused by demonic possession. Until the seventeenth century, children in Europe were whipped on Innocents’ Day to remind them of Herod's ordered execution of all young male children in Bethlehem.4 Even with the advance of medicine, parents have continued to refuse their sick children medical care, believing instead that prayer will cure them. Religious authorities the world over, enabled by beliefs that they could do no wrong, have sexually abused children.

While most believers praise religious texts for their ability to inspire, others see that scriptures can also be a tool for victimizing children. In an e-mail sent to me on October 4, 2010, Episcopal priest and pastoral psychotherapist Sarah M. Rieth explains that a religious text can be a source of hope, consolation, and joy for children who have suffered trauma, including abuse. But, Rieth adds, depending on how religious texts are interpreted,

scripture can also be a source of sorrow, confusion, oppression, and retraumatization. Abusers sometimes distort scripture and use it as a rationale for abuse, as if God is on the side of abuse and the abuser but not, as scripture promises, in solidarity with the brokenhearted and oppressed. Abusers sometimes use scripture to heap shame and guilt upon an already-traumatized child in order to maintain control over the child and strengthen the trauma bond.

Rather than honoring children as important members of society, theology has largely given children short shrift. As Marcia J. Bunge writes in The Child in Christian Thought,

Until very recently, issues related to children have tended to be marginal in almost every area of contemporary theology. For example, systematic theologians and Christian ethicists have said little about children, and they have not regarded serious reflection on children as a high priority…. Theologians have not offered sustained reflection on the nature of children or on the obligations that parents, the state, and the church have to nurture children.5

Similarly, in Let the Children Come: Reimagining Childhood from a Christian Perspective, Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore states, “Mainstream congregations have not seemed too interested in current child-rearing dilemmas. Meanwhile, contemporary theologians mostly neglect the subject.” Like many critics, Miller-McLemore points out that many conservative Christians proclaim themselves as parenting experts and, through Internet sites as well as for-sale books and DVDs, advise parents about child rearing. However, much of this advice leans toward promoting authoritarian parenting and the use of corporal punishment.6

Just as many adults have discussed with me how much they adored their religious upbringings, many others have contrasting stories. For example, one man who wanted to go by the name Matt explained how his Catholic mother regularly physically abused him in her attempt to “beat the devil” out of her son. When Russell was ten, he was placed in a Church of Christ orphanage after his alcoholic mother was no longer fit to take care of him. The orphanage staff seemed more invested in indoctrinating Russell than in offering emotional support; Russell said he was made to kneel in prayer, even though he did not believe in the faith's dogma, and was baptized against his will.

Rose spent much of elementary school hiding in the bathroom and suffering from stomachaches. A shy child, she was terrified at the prospect of carrying out her Pentecostal Christian parents’ stern wishes that she “save the souls” of her classmates and teachers. Her failure to convince others to “give their lives over to Jesus” led Rose to develop fears that God would be angry at her and that demons would possess her. Cheryl was molested by her Seventh-Day Adventist minister when she was a teenager. As most sexual abusers do, the man began psychologically manipulating Cheryl to first gain her trust. After that, he sexually abused her until she was twenty-five. Kelly was betrayed by Jehovah's Witness elders, who, though aware that Kelly's stepfather was physically abusing her and her sister and emotionally abusing them and their mother, refused to report him or excommunicate him from the church. Instead, they “disfellowshipped” Kelly's mother (a form of shunning that can precede excommunication) for drinking too much and talking about having an affair.

After Joel's family confronted his former yeshiva (Orthodox Jewish school) about the principal having allegedly molested Joel when he was eight, school officials said they would investigate and probably fire the man, a rabbi. But that didn't happen. Once Joel turned twenty-three—at which time the statute of limitations on prosecuting child sexual abuse in the state had run out—the school claimed that the rabbi had done nothing wrong and kept him on the payroll.

These anecdotes represent only a small sampling of stories told to me by abuse survivors. There are many, many more that have been documented by researchers. For example, the authors of the aforementioned Pediatricsarticle point out that religious or spiritual traditions can emphasize guilt and thus cause low self-esteem in children. Other potential negative effects, note the authors, include the promotion of religiously sanctioned prejudice, hatred, and violence, including homophobia. Furthermore, the authors write,

children may be susceptible to abuse resulting from parental religious beliefs about discipline and corporal punishment, or from some religious therapies. Adolescents who come out as gay or lesbian may encounter their religious communities’ censure, and/or violence from peers who have been taught that homosexuality is a sin. Adolescents may also suffer psychological and emotional harm resulting from involvement in a group that proves to be a cult.7


Most tragically, some children have died from religious child maltreatment, such as from the type of corporal punishment just mentioned. In addition, children have suffered long-term health problems and died from religiously inspired medical neglect, which is often committed by parents who believe that divine intervention through faith healing is more likely to cure their sick children than modern medicine. Children are also denied vaccinations for religious reasons, which has led to disease outbreaks.

Empirical studies on the subject of religiously motivated child maltreatment are lacking, but the little research that has been done reveals potentially serious problems:


 


	A 1984 study reviewing the “health status” of children in religious cults shows that these groups have unusually high incidences of physical abuse, sleep deprivation, and medical neglect.8 Another 1984 study on cults details appalling abuses, leading researchers to conclude that “there is a primacy of ideology over biology” in that “childcare may be seen as a disposable superfluity.”9

	A 1984 survey of Quaker families reveals that Quaker fathers reported more acts of violence toward their children than did fathers nationally, and Quaker sibling violence was significantly higher than sibling violence rates reported nationally.10

	A 1995 study examined surveys sent to mental health professionals asking about patients’ allegations of childhood abuse involving ritualistic, ceremonial, supernatural, religious, or mystical practices. In the findings, abuses largely fell into three categories: torturing or killing a child to rid him or her of evil, withholding needed medical care for religious reasons, and abusing a child under the cover of a religious role.11

	A 1998 study that looked at 172 child deaths occurring in church groups that strongly promote faith healing found that most of the victims would likely have survived had they received timely medical care.12

	A 1999 study shows that Christian fundamentalist parents hinder their children's efforts to go to college if those children do not subscribe to fundamentalist beliefs.13

	A 1999 study shows that individuals who are extrinsically religious are at greater risk for being perpetrators of child physical abuse than those who are intrinsically religious.14

	A 2002 report detailing physical and sexual abuses that took place in a missionary boarding school in Africa—a school overseen by an American religious institution—notes that the long-term psychological effects of those abuses were “of staggering proportions.”15

	A 2003 study shows that adults who experienced “religion-related” abuse (defined in the study as abuse by religious authorities, denial of medical care on religious grounds, and beatings to rid children of evil) in childhood suffered from more serious psychological problems than those who experienced abuse that was not “religion-related.”16

	A 2008 paper published in the Southern Medical Journal concludes that conservative Protestants, particularly those who believe in biblical literalism or inerrancy, spank and/or physically abuse their children more than other Christian denominations.17

	Most of the approximately twenty states that have laws permitting corporal punishment in schools are located in the southern United States, an area commonly called the Bible Belt.18



 

CHILD MALTREATMENT

To understand how these tragedies take place, let us define some terms. For starters, what is child maltreatment? According to the federal Keeping Children and Families Safe Act of 2003, it encompasses abuse and neglect, which is defined as “any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker which results in death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation; or an act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.” In crafting child abuse laws, most states break down child maltreatment into at least four categories: physical abuse, psychological (emotional) maltreatment, sexual abuse, and neglect.19

Child maltreatment is a big problem in America. In 2009, the last year statistics were available, child protective service agencies received more than three million reports of alleged abuse or neglect. Of those reports, more than 60 percent warranted investigations,20 involving nearly 700,000 children.21 That same year, an estimated 1,770 children died from abuse or neglect,22 a figure that represents an average of nearly five children dying every day.

The negative effects of child maltreatment are staggering. In addition to physical trauma, abuse and neglect can interfere with brain development and lead to serious mental health problems, such as depression, anxiety disorders, psychotic experiences,23 and posttraumatic stress disorder.24 Psychological trauma stays with an abuse victim “long after the external bruises have healed,” reports the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry. “Often the severe emotional damage to abused children does not surface until adolescence or even later, when many abused children become abusing parents.”25

In his memoir detailing his own abuse as a child, Spare the Rod: Breaking the Cycle of Child Abuse, Phil E. Quinn states, “Child abuse does more than cause hurts. It damages. It leaves scars that never go away, damage that never heals. It is permanent. Severe and prolonged child abuse usually results in perpetual physical, mental, spiritual, or emotional limps in an already troubled and desperate life.”26

The societal harm caused by child maltreatment is illustrated by the fact that a high percentage of criminals are themselves former victims of abuse.27 Child maltreatment also presents an enormous economic burden. A 2007 economic impact study estimates the yearly cost associated with abused and neglected children to be nearly $104 billion.28

RELIGIOUS CHILD MALTREATMENT

A subset of this larger phenomenon, religious child maltreatmentis child abuse or neglect that is largely caused by religious beliefs held or propagated by perpetrators or a surrounding community. Religious child maltreatment manifests itself in many ways, including

 


	justifying abusive physical punishment with religious texts or doctrine;

	having children engage in dangerous religious rituals;

	taking advantage of religious authority to abuse children and procure their silence;

	failing to provide children needed medical care due to a belief in divine intervention;

	terrifying children with religious concepts, such as an angry and punitive god, eternal damnation, or possession by the devil or by demons;

	making children feel guilty and shameful by telling them they are sinful;

	neglecting children's safety by allowing them to spend time with religious authorities without scrutinizing the authorities’ backgrounds;

	inculcating children with religious ideas; and

	failing to acknowledge or report child abuse or neglect to protect the image of a religion or a religious group.



 

Religious child maltreatment happens for a host of reasons, some of which mirror general child maltreatment. For example, perpetrators may be responding to a desire to dominate and overpower victims. Mental illness can also be a factor. However, this book focuses on cases involving adults who are convinced that their acts are righteous expressions of piety.

Phil Quinn gets across this point in Spare the Rod: “Too many parents are willing to do just about anything to their children if they believe…that it is God's will…. They most often appeal to a higher principle, such as religious duty or love of their child…. My adoptive parents told me hundreds of times, during the endless beatings, that they loved me. If that was their way to love, they very nearly loved me to death!”29

HOW PREVALENT?

How often is religious belief a factor in cases of child abuse and neglect? This is impossible to say. There are no national statistics that track this phenomenon. But we do know that religion plays a significant role in the way children are raised. Parents’ theological beliefs guide many aspects of child rearing. For example, parents’ religious views affect how they discipline children. One study that examines why conservative Protestants spank their children more than other Christian believers concludes that two aspects of evangelical theology are associated with the approval of corporal punishment: a belief in a hierarchical God and a belief in hell.30

“Spiritual and religious worldviews can shape parents’ approaches to all aspects of having and raising children, including family planning, pregnancy, childbearing, postpartum experience, the feeding and care of an infant, childrearing, and images of fatherhood and motherhood,” note the writers of the Pediatricsarticle. They add that caregivers even assess their religious and spiritual worldviews to make sense of children's illnesses or disabilities, at which times “parents may see themselves as being tested or even punished.”31

Religious child maltreatment appears to be quite common, as criminal cases involving defendants who are accused of harming children in this way routinely pop up in the news. There is a myriad of memoirs on the market written by people who grew up in harmful religious environments. The Internet is abuzz with websites that provide support to survivors of religious child maltreatment.

“Our current methods of measurement cannot accurately quantify the extent to which children are abused or neglected within a particular religious context. Yet child welfare officials, therapists, medical providers, law enforcement officers, and court professionals confront such issues,” writes Karel Kurst-Swanger, public justice professor at the State University of New York at Oswego, in Worship and Sin: An Exploration of Religion-Related Crime in the United States.32

Atheistic philosopher Christopher Hitchens asks in God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, “How can we ever know how many children had their psychological and physical lives irreparably maimed by the compulsory inculcation of faith?”33


Religious child maltreatment is so common that I am no longer surprised when I talk to strangers or acquaintances, tell them about this book and my blog, and hear them say, “You should interview me.”

A PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SPIRITUAL COST

As with all child maltreatment, those who are abused or neglected for reasons tied to faith suffer not only physically but also emotionally. A 2003 study calls particular attention to this problem. It looked at two groups of adults. Both had been abused as children, but one group's abuse was categorized as “religion-related” (defined in the study as abuse by religious authorities, denial of medical care on religious grounds, and beatings to rid children of evil); the other group's abuse, however, had no religious component. The study's lead researcher, University of Illinois at Chicago psychology professor Bette L. Bottoms, one of the few to empirically examine the issue, conducted psychological tests on the subjects and found that the group who experienced religion-related abuse more severely suffered from such psychological problems as depression, anxiety, hostility, and psychotic personality disorders.34*

In that study, Bottoms opines as to why abuse involving religion might be more traumatic than abuse in which religion is not a factor:

Religious contexts and justifications may add an additional layer of complexity and harm to the experience of child physical abuse…. We speculate that there is an additional sense of betrayal involved and much internal cognitive dissonance and perhaps guilt as victims deal, not only with the physically abusive actions, but also with the confusing relation of the actions to religion, which they are taught to believe and follow.35

Bottoms adds that young victims may come to believe through religious teachings that the abuse is “supernaturally sanctioned” or “a punishment for their own sins.” More than one-quarter of the religion-related victims in the study had come to believe their abuses were religiously justified.36

Victims of religious child maltreatment often suffer a spiritual loss. For example, experts say children may feel angry at, or terrified of, a deity if their abuser is active in the victim's place of worship. Many victims are unable to pray and can reject their faith altogether.37 In a 1995 study by Bottoms, she notes that a significant number of alleged victims of childhood religion-related abuse changed their faith or became atheists.38 Retired Princeton Theological Seminary pastoral psychology professor Donald Capps states in The Child's Song: The Religious Abuse of Children, “The abuse of children in the name of religion may well be the most significant reason for why they leave the faith.”39

In a booklet that aims to educate the public about child maltreatment in Amish communities, one woman writes about the beatings she received as a girl: “Where was God when those awful beatings occurred? Did He care? How would I know? God is Our Father, the Bible says, but is He also like my earthly father—ready to strike me down and call me ‘worthless’ when I fail. How could I trust God?…Many times I've tried to persuade God to just let me die.”40

Many grown victims I interviewed talked about being spiritually confused or resentful of religion. Take, for example, sixty-two-year-old Barbara Dorris, the national outreach director for the Survivors Network of those Abused by Priests (SNAP), who says she was ritually, physically, and sexually abused by a group of Catholic priests when she was young. When I asked Dorris on March 12, 2009, about her current spiritual beliefs, she responded, “I certainly believe in God, and I certainly believe that you have to lead a Christian life.” But, she added, “I don't have any faith anymore in any religion. I'm done with religions. I've seen too much and hurt too much. I try and honor, in many ways, what I was taught as a child, but I don't go to church.”

On August 26, 2010, I spoke with Kathryn Goering Reid, the former general secretary of the Church of the Brethren, who now runs the Family Abuse Center, a domestic violence shelter in Waco, Texas. Reid is particularly concerned about how abuses connected to faith rob victims of their spirituality. “I'm convinced that any kind of abuse that has any kind of religious context raises long-term spiritual questions for people. You can meet thirty- and forty-year-old women who still have very serious questions about the nature of God,” says Reid. Speaking from the women's viewpoint, she asks, “How can a loving God allow what happened to them as children?”

MY STORY

I myself have never been religious, largely because of how I was raised. Both my parents are Jewish, but they raised me with a very watered-down version of Judaism. The reasons for their lack of devotion stemmed partly from anti-Semitism. Before I was born, my mother's parents, who were in entertainment, knew they had to downplay their Jewishness to be welcomed by a mainstream American audience. Therefore, my mother was not raised with any religion, and after my father married my mother, he did not push the issue. Growing up, family friends sometimes took my sister and me to synagogue, but we hardly ever spoke about God in our household. Each December, a Christmas tree adorned our living room, and the only copies of the Old Testament I came across were in hotel rooms.

I did not become interested in religion's impact on children until I became a mother at the age of forty-one. When my daughter began attending a Montessori school in 2006, I was fascinated by the respectful way the teachers communicated to the children. Like most American children raised in the 1960s, I was rarely addressed with this kind of compassion and understanding. In fact, few adults expressed an interest in what I thought or felt. If I did something that really angered my father, there was no discussion—just a stiff belt across my bottom.

As I became more attuned to compassionate methods of child rearing, I began talking to friends and colleagues about their upbringings and was surprised to learn that not only had many people been raised with a lot of religion, their experiences were, for the most part, negative. The treatment of these individuals may not have always risen to a level of abuse, but there was certainly a great deal of emotional neglect and other problems. An example is my friend Tim, who was expected to go to church every week, even though the services were drawn-out, dull, and meaningless to a child. Tim told me he so hated going to church that he got headaches every Sunday. As an adult, Tim learned that his father regularly used to beat his brother after church because the boy fidgeted in the pew.

High-profile news stories began to catch my attention. In fact, in 2008, two significant events occurred in the same week. One was the pope's visit to the United States, during which the pope tried to console the untold numbers of people who had been molested by Roman Catholic priests as children. The other was the removal of hundreds of children from a west Texas polygamous sect known as the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. State officials raided the group after it was alleged that adult members were sexually abusing girls by entering into “spiritual” marriages with minors.

Still, I was not yet convinced that religious child maltreatment was a serious problem. My feelings changed, however, on March 14, 2008, when I read a brief and shocking article in the New York Times. The news item explained that four members of a Baltimore cult had been charged in the starvation death of a toddler because he did not say “amen” after meals. Even more incredible, one of the alleged perpetrators was the victim's mother. I realized then that religious child maltreatment was serious enough to cause death. Later, I would learn that the child victim from Baltimore was just one of many children who have died at the hands of pious Americans practicing their own brand of twisted, often self-serving, faith.

I agree with Bette Bottoms when she states in one study that maltreatment that is tied up in religious belief should be considered “distinct from other forms of child abuse.”41

CRITICS SPEAK OUT

Critical voices have tried to bring attention to the subject of religious child maltreatment, even if they have not employed that term.

“Horrible things…have been done to children beneath the cloak of religion in the United States,” writes Marci A. Hamilton in God vs. the Gavel: Religion and the Rule of Law. “Children have been raped, beaten, and permitted to die excruciating deaths.”42

When Donald Capps gave the presidential address to the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion in 1991, he called his talk “Religion and Child Abuse: Perfect Together.” During the controversial speech, Capps said that he considered children “a group whose desire to love and be loved has been betrayed, exploited, and abused in the name of religion.”43

In an article that appeared in the Huffington Post, Frank Schaeffer—who was raised in conservative Christian circles only to later become a critic of the religious Right—states, “Thousands of children in this country are raised in everything from polygamous child-abusing religious communes to homes where medical care is denied because of ‘religious freedom.’ Tens of thousands more are beaten according to the teachings of…pro–corporal punishment child-intimidation manuals. Where is the law?”44

In 1997, the International Humanist and Ethical Union Board declared in its board resolution, “There still exists one form of enduring and pervasive child abuse that has gone on for centuries but has been ignored and deliberately neglected: child abuse perpetuated in the name of religion.” Furthermore, the board resolved that “countries that are tackling issues of child protection must seriously examine the issue of all abuse of children, including in particular in the name of religion and God.”45

FIRST STEPS

Can religion be bad for kids? The answer to this question is a resounding yes. So where do we start to try to do something about it? The first step is to acknowledge the fact that religious child maltreatment exists and to learn how to recognize it. Of course, getting even that far means coming to grips with the fact that religion can be a force for both good and bad.


This duality was made especially clear to me after interviewing two women, my friend Mary Ann and Cheryl, the woman who was molested by her minister as a teenager. Like Mary Ann, Cheryl told me that she, too, cries when she hears religious hymns. However, her emotions come from a very different place. Whereas Mary Ann's reaction is one of overwhelming joy, Cheryl's tears are of sadness and loss.

Presbyterian minister Keith Wright explains this dichotomy well in Religious Abuse: A Pastor Explores the Many Ways Religion Can Hurt as Well as Heal:

We need to give up the idea that religion is perfect—that the church of which we are a part is perfect or infallible. Religion, like our parents, has the capacity to bless us and to wound us and it inevitably does both at different times…. Only when we are aware of the capacity of religion to abuse can we guard against that abuse and take steps to curb it where it exists.46

As I made clear in the introduction, this book is not a diatribe against all religion. It does not intend to praise one faith over another or to talk anyone into abandoning his or her beliefs. In the words of British actor and writer Stephen Fry, “It would be impertinent and wrong of me to express any antagonism towards any individual who wishes to find salvation in whatever form they wish to express it.”47 Americans have the right to practice the religion of their choice, and parents should be allowed to teach their children whatever faith gives their own lives meaning. Many children are raised in loving homes by responsible religious parents, and children certainly suffer abuse and neglect in nonreligious homes and communities.

But there are times when the teaching and practice of religion crosses a line that should not be crossed—a line that the United States Supreme Court drew back in 1944. In Prince v. Massachusetts, the Court states, “The right to practice religion freely does not include the liberty to expose the community or child…to ill health or death.”48

With a renewed, realistic, and balanced understanding of faith's capabilities, we can begin a discussion on how to raise children in a safe and healthy religious environment. Recognizing the connection between faith and child abuse and neglect is the first step to reducing the impact of religious child maltreatment and ensuring that a religious upbringing is a positive experience for all children.
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As its name implies, spurning includes such acts as belittling, degrading, shaming, and publicly humiliating children.1 In a religious context, the number one way spurning occurs is when children are told they are sinful. Jason Wilkinson, who was introduced earlier as having received a great deal of corporal punishment in school, learned about his own supposed sinfulness when he attended a small Christian school in central Texas. As mentioned earlier, Wilkinson says many kids were sent to the principal's office to be paddled. But those paddlings were also often accompanied by what Wilkinson calls “indoctrination.”

“I remember sitting in this person's office for fifteen, twenty, thirty minutes as they would go on about the Bible and how children should be punished and how they think children should act and how they should behave and how they should be seen and not heard and a whole lot of minutia that I really just didn't absorb at all,” singsongs Wilkinson. However, what he did “absorb” were school administrators’ belittling comments. In particular, Wilkinson says the staff would quote Isaiah 64:6 about humans’ deeds being akin to “filthy rags.” He also remembers being warned of feeling pride. “Anything you do for yourself is for Satan,” he recalls school administrators saying.

Looking back on those experiences, Wilkinson concludes that such spurning sharply contrasted with what many people in his church community said about children. “The general message is that, even though we are ‘God's children’ and these ‘amazing beings of eternal light,’ the flip side is that we're also taught we have no value and that we are sinners and are evil. So how to equate that? We're so ‘amazing,’ but we're also such absolute failures?”


Another victim of religious spurning is Louise Anne Owens, who writes about her abusive childhood in Train Up the Child. In the book, she discusses how her father, a fundamentalist Christian preacher, physically, sexually, and emotionally abused her, frequently using religious ideas to assist in his torture. With his religious teachings about hell and sin, the man both spurned and terrorized his daughter, two forms of abuse that often go hand in hand. Owens writes,

My father's hell was a certain and terrible place; sins such as polishing my shoes on the Sabbath Day could send me there forever if I died or if Christ returned in the Rapture before I had a chance to repent. He so convinced me that I was a sinner who deserved to spend eternity in hell that, although I know now that I am a good person, the feeling that I am evil sometimes still returns.2

What makes religious spurning particularly insidious is that adults have long been of the mind-set that convincing children they are sinful is spiritually good for them. Back in 1908, a weekly magazine called the Outlookcontained a six-part series called “On the Training of Parents.” In its final piece, entitled “The Beginning of Wisdom,” the magazine's assistant editor, Ernest Hamlin Abbot, praises a letter that he believes is a “narrative of a complete and orderly religious experience.” The letter is from a father who talks about the pains he and his wife took in raising their daughter Marion so that she was “seriously exercised with religious things.” As Abbot tells it, Marion's parents read to her from “leaflets for Sabbath-schools” when she was eight months old. When she was a year and a half old, her parents explained to her about “the origin and use of the Bible.” In addition, her early indoctrination also included some damaging ideas. When she was two years old, Marion was made to kneel down and was told she should “ask God to make you good and give you a new heart.” When Marion asked for clarification, writes Abbot, her parents then informed her “of the way of salvation by Jesus Christ, and the steps God had taken to save sinners.” Abbot quotes the father's letter: “We endeavored to impress upon her mind that she was a sinner and needed forgiveness, and God would forgive her sins and give her a new heart through Jesus Christ.” (Two years later, Marion died of a “disease of the brain,” so no one will ever know what effect this religious spurning had on the child's mental state.)3

Does such well-intentioned religious spurning happen today? Without doubt. I was struck by a blog written by a woman from the United Kingdom who seems to be indoctrinating her young daughter in just the way the parents of Marion did. The woman explains how, first thing in the morning, her four-year-old daughter usually promises her mother that she is “going to be a good girl today.” The mother writes that the girl “really means it, and I can see how she longs to finish even just one day in her life without doing anything wrong.” However, writes the mother, “within at the least an hour of saying she is going to be good, that promise will be broken.” Convinced of her child's propensity to sin, when the girl asks her mother if she has been good, the mother says she sometimes praises her but also tells her what she has done wrong. “I have never said to her she has been a perfect little girl who has done nothing wrong all day…. I do not believe in teaching children self-esteem or that they should feel good about themselves, because they should not…. The problem is sin…. We are all born God-hating and evil.”4

Another example of religious spurning appears in the 2006 Academy Award–nominated documentary Jesus Camp, which documents what goes on in a charismatic Pentecostal children's summer camp run by a preacher named Becky Fischer. Throughout most of the movie, Fischer and her staff use various tactics to turn the children into a troupe of fanatical Christians. In one scene, Fischer speaks to the campers in such a way that some are brought to tears:

I sense in my heart tonight what I heard the Lord say is that there's some kids here that say that they're Christians that go to church all the time, but you're one thing when you're at church, and you're another thing when you're at school with your friends. You're a phony and a hypocrite. You do things you shouldn't do. You talk dirty just like all the other kids talk dirty, and it's time to clean up your act. Come up here and get washed because we can't have phonies in the army of God. [Fischer has the children wash their hands with bottled water.]5

Kelly, the woman who grew up with an abusive stepfather, remembers what kind of reaction children in her Jehovah's Witness community would get when they so much as questioned a faith doctrine. “It would be lovingly explained to them how ‘simple’ that thought is. Some parents would smack their kids. It depends on the parent, but I think that the child would definitely figure out very quickly that that line of thinking is considered wrong.” And, Kelly says, if young children are told such thinking is wrong “over and over and over again, you don't even begin to question it as you grow old. It's hard for me to explain specific examples because it is so much the tapestry of the life.”

Part of one teenager's life “tapestry” was listening to Christian rock music. When Daniel Sawtelle and I spoke on March 21, 2009, he explained that he grew up in the charismatic Church of God of Prophecy in Pennsylvania. Back then, says Sawtelle, he loved listening to religious tunes with a hard-driving beat that would get him pumped up before basketball games. But when he listens to those same songs today, Sawtelle hears something very different. He says the songs are rife with messages such as “I'm not worthy” and “I'm sinful.” Looking back, Sawtelle says, “To constantly sing this as your, quote, ‘fun music,’ I think subconsciously gets into your mind, ‘I really am a horrible, horrible person, because I tell a white lie, because I'm not Jesus. I am, by default, awful.'”

In addition to being considered sinful for being disobedient and harboring religious doubts, children can be made to feel sinful for engaging in sexual acts or even just thinking about them. This was the case with Kelly.

If you're a kid and you masturbate, oh God, that's sin, which is, of course a particularly natural, normal, and healthy thing to do, to explore one's own sexuality. But due to one interpretation of scripture, masturbation is a big no-no. It's “freeing temptation into your heart,” so that if you follow through on a natural physical urge, then you are sinful and dirty and bad. They won't say you're dirty and bad, but it sure as hell was implied.

Sawtelle's youth was also plagued with ideas about sinfulness and sex. When he reached puberty, he began having sexual thoughts, which he had been taught to believe were wrong, since sex is reserved for marriage: “The first time I masturbated, I cried myself to sleep.” Sawtelle remembers thinking, “I'm awful. I'm this horrible, horrible person. Why am I doing these bad things?” Despite the fact that Sawtelle was a model student in high school, a talented athlete, and never in trouble, he never felt good about himself.

I just assumed everyone was better than me. Everyone was a better Christian than me. No other Christian teenage boy was looking at porn except me. No other Christian teenage boy was hiding and masturbating and doing these things. “I'm the only one, and God is super upset with me. So I've got to right it before anyone finds out. I can't let anybody find out, because if they find out then they're gonna know that I'm this evil sinner and their opinion of me will fall. They'll ostracize me or whatever.” It's all a direct line from hating myself for sinning then to hating myself and wanting to end my life.

When he began dating a devout Catholic girl in high school, Sawtelle says the two were miserable together in their sexual “sinfulness.” “After we made out, we would cry,” he says. When he consulted his pastor, the man told him that Sawtelle and his girlfriend should agree that if they were to be physically intimate again, they should break up. “I was on an emotional rollercoaster just for getting to second base.”

Young people who grow up in a religious community that teaches that homosexuality is sinful—even, as in many cases, an abomination—and realize they are gay or lesbian (or merely question their sexuality) can grow to hate themselves, sometimes to the point of being suicidal. On a website devoted to former Christians, a woman named Melenie, who grew up Baptist, writes about how she learned at the age of four that “homosexuality was wrong” and that gay or lesbian people would “go straight to hell.” This was a problem for Melenie because, at around the age of ten, she realized that she “liked girls.” She writes about worrying that “god wouldn't love me anymore because I was an abomination.” What's more, other church members ostracized Melenie for being gay.

I struggled with the issue for a year before coming out to my best friend. She said she did not agree but swore to never tell anyone. I felt better finally letting someone know that I am a lesbian. That Wednesday I went to church like I always had since I was eleven, and I walked over to the preacher who was a friend of mine and said “Hello,” and he would not speak to me. He looked through me like I was not even there. I walked over to my best friend and sat down beside her, still hurt. To my surprise she got up, and everyone in my youth group followed her. I left, and went home crying. The next Sunday the preacher told us about the evils of homosexuality, and how no matter what you did you were no longer a child of god, but of Satan.6

The reason why spurning hurts is due to the fact that perpetrators are castigating not simply victims’ actions but who they are as people. Unfortunately, Christian teachings about sinfulness can accomplish this same harm. Wendell Watters makes this point in Deadly Doctrine. Watters says such teachings focus on a child's “innate badness,” rather than the inappropriateness of a child's behavior. “Many parents fail to see the difference between saying to a child, ‘You are a bad, naughty boy for doing that,’ and telling the child that a particular mode of behavior is unacceptable and will not be tolerated in the family,” he writes. “Children growing up in families relatively untainted by Christian notions of self-loathing will be more likely to develop self-esteem than children in a ‘good’ Christian home.”7

Not surprisingly, children who are religiously spurned often suffer persistent pangs of low self-esteem. And they usually suffer in silence, as feelings of unworthiness prevent them from seeking help when they need it. For instance, when John was growing up in a fundamentalist nondenominational Christian community in Mississippi, he was paralyzed by fears, partly due to mental illness. But he kept these fears to himself. As the twenty-eight-year-old told me on March 7, 2009, he was tormented by frightening visions of demons, yet he never told his parents about them.

“I thought I was the sinner, and I was wrong. I felt so guilty about it, why would I want to talk about it? Why would I want to tell my parents and incriminate myself? I was an insane parent- [and] people-pleaser. The last thing my heart could stand was for my parents to be worried for my soul and to be disappointed in my faith.”
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Some say that love and fear are the two most basic emotions from which all other feelings are generated. While a certain amount of fear is healthy in our lives, most people would agree that it's a lot more important to feel love—and plenty of it.

“Fear stifles love and constricts our ability to feel and live,” writes Philip Greven in Spare the Child. “Fear also limits our ability to put ourselves in the place of others, to have empathy, to feel compassion, to know pity, and to extend ourselves openly and freely toward other lives and other people.”1

According to Jason Bivins in Religion of Fear, “Fear chokes the very air of our culture like smog that, while it can be seen from afar, we breathe in unknowingly with deep gulps.”2

Religious teachings speak to both love and fear. Fortunately, you hear more talk about love these days than fear, as opposed to the days when most churches engaged in “fire and brimstone” threats. Interestingly, a search for the words fear and love in old versions of the Bible compared to new versions produces results that are a testament to this improved outlook. For example, the King James Version tallies 501 mentions of the word fear and 442 mentions of the word love, while the New International Version brings up 326 fear mentions and 697 love mentions.

Even so, much of religion is still rooted in fear-based teachings. Worshippers continue to be bombarded by scary ideas: that they must fear God, that eternal damnation or spiritual death awaits apostates, that demons and the devil are eager to possess them, or that end times, Armageddon, or other apocalyptic events are imminent. All this makes for many a white-knuckled worshipper.

CHILD TARGETS OF FEAR

Given this bed of fear laid by many of the pious, it is not surprising that children fall prey to religious terrorizing. Examples of terrorizing include placing a child in an unpredictable or chaotic or recognizably dangerous situation; setting rigid or unrealistic expectations with the threat of loss, harm, or danger if those expectations are not met; and threatening or perpetrating violence against a child or a child's loved ones.3 And these same abusive acts also happen in a religious context.

Religious adults have long engaged in the religious terrorizing of children. One of the first textbooks to be put in the hands of American colonial children was The New England Primer, which included religious and moral lessons.4 The book presents both loving and frightening messages to attract children to faith and prevent them from straying. For example, it says God is “good and kind to me,” and he is also “angry every Day with wicked ones which go astray.”5 While the book discusses “a Heaven full of Joy,” it also makes it clear that “There is a dreadful fiery Hell, Where wicked ones must always dwell.”6 The primer uses little sayings to help teach the alphabet. For example, the letter Y stands for “Youth forward flips, Death soonest nips.”7

Another notable textbook, Tracts for Spiritual Reading, was published in the United States in 1884. The book, written by British priest and youth minister John J. Furniss (and approved by the Catholic Church), provides children with a house of horrors tour in which the reader is taken through various dungeons, each offering one terrifying image after another of what happens to sinful children. For example, in the chapter entitled “The Sight of Hell,” Furniss describes a girl who wears a bonnet of fire that “is pressed down close all over her head.”

It burns her head; it burns into the skin; it scorches the bone of the skull and makes it smoke. The red hot fiery heat goes into the brain and melts it. You do not, perhaps, like a headache. Think what a headache that girl must have. But see more. She is wrapped up in flames, for her frock is fire. If she were on earth she would be burnt to a cinder in a moment. But she is in Hell, where fire burns everything, but burns nothing away. There she stands burning and scorched; there she will stand for ever burning and scorched! She counts with her fingers the moments as they pass away slowly, for each moment seems to her like a hundred years. As she counts the moments she remembers that she will have to count them for ever and ever.8


Church literature has continued to target children with terrifying imagery. A friend of mine named Judy showed me her first-grade Catholic catechism correspondence course from the 1940s, the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine Course workbook. The course, published by the Diocese of Oklahoma City and Tulsa, speaks of God's love but also frequently reminds children of God's incredible and intimidating power: “God sees and knows all things. God knows what you think. God knows what you say. God knows what you do. You cannot hide anything from God.”

Former Jehovah's Witness fifty-two-year-old William H. Bowen explains that when he was growing up in the Midwest, children's Jehovah's Witness literature frequently featured a picture of Armageddon showing the mass killing of people around the globe. On December 15, 2009, Bowen told me that as a child, “I lived in fear of Armageddon. That day was going to happen, and I thought it was going to happen at any time.”

Religious children's books published today have softened their messages yet still invoke fear-based ideas, even for the tiniest of readers. For example, during a recent trip to the bookstore, I picked up a book entitled Hail Mary. The cutely illustrated text, intended for very young Catholics, speaks about the Virgin Mary's goodness and, for the most part, is a delight to read. However, at the end, authors Xavier Deneux, Sabrina Bus, and Leslie Matthews utter the plea, “Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.”9

TERRORIZED PARENTS, TERRORIZED CHILDREN

Many parents are themselves victims of religious fears. For example, Jennifer Gordon, the woman whose fundamentalist Christian parents suddenly clamped down on house rules when she was a child, says her mother and father harbored many fears. They worried about the devil encroaching on their lives at every turn. “Sneezing was the work of the devil,” and her parents were frequently taking part in exorcisms; her father even tried to “cast out the spirit of a lack of vitamin C.” He also believed that the broken vacuum cleaner was “demon possessed.”

Some of these fears would be funny, except for the fact that children can grow afraid just by observing their parents being consumed by fear. “Children raised by fearful parents learn to be fearful,” writes John Bradshaw in Reclaiming Virtue. “Fearful and anxious parents and teachers can destroy young children's courage to learn. They do so by making them afraid of not doing what other people want, of not pleasing adults. They also make them afraid of failing. They often create fear by shaming and threatening physical punishment. And even when they don't create children's fears, they use whatever fears their children already have to manipulate and control them. Cultures of obedience use fear to control their subjects.”10

Take Mary Casey, the woman who, growing up, was not allowed to watch television or go to dances for fear that she would be exposed to evil forces. Casey says her mother's paranoia about her “growing up and getting pregnant or doing anything that had anything to do with sexual stuff” left Casey feeling terribly guilty for feeling sexual lust. In fact, Casey was afraid that “masturbating would send me to hell.”

In an e-mail sent to me on May 19, 2008, forty-seven-year-old Joanne describes what it was like to grow up with a very anxious mother who belonged to the Church of the Nazarene in Georgia. According to Joanne, her mother “wore herself to a frazzle keeping the parsonage and her three children neat and clean and was constantly fearful that she was not ‘measuring up.'” Simmons adds that her mother “found discipline through guilt inducement very effective, particularly with me.” She continues,

Sensitive as I was, I think I assimilated much of her fear and negativity just by watching her expressions and behaviors and hearing her pray out loud daily that God would forgive her for her sins, my brothers for theirs, and me for mine. Seeing the careful, devout nature of my mother's life, then hearing her beg God for mercy—well, I figured if she was worried, I should be all the more worried! This seriousness and fear surrounded every part of my life except when I was outside playing with my friends. There, I seemed able to set my fears aside long enough to do the impish and exploratory things that kids often do, but the fears would come again with a vengeance when I returned home. To compound the guilt, I developed rheumatic fever at age five which, in my young mind, was definitely a result of my bad deeds.
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“Breaking Their Will isa powerful and decply disturbing book, wide ranging in tsexplorution of eligiously based
physical and mental abuse of children past and present, and richly informed by both personal and scholarly
reflections and insights. This book will have a profound impact upon the consciences and action of readers from
wide range of eligious perspectives who surely will be convinced, after inishing this book, that children deserve
10 be iee from all forms of physical violence in the guise of discipline and the other forms of physical and mental

abuse explored in Heimlich's book.” S
PHILIP GREVEN

Author of Spare the Child: The Religious Roots of Punishment and the Psychological Inpact of Physical Abuse

“Insightful, provocative, exposing, and well written, Breaking Their Will casts  bright light on the presence
of child abuse in institutional religion, forcing it out of the dark comers of denial and into the arena of honesty
and realiy. T hope it is widely read.”
BISHOP JOHN SHELBY SPONG
Author of The Sins of Scripture: Expasing the Bible's Texts of Hate to Reveal the God of Love.

“Child mistreatiment, backed by religious tenets, is one of the mast disturbing realities, especially when religions
also have a unique capacity to cherish and protect children. With courage, compassion, and adept use of interviews
and research on a wide range of violations, Janet Heimlich grapples with causes and constructive solutions.
This is a book that al of us, but especially religicus believers among us, should read as a first sep to providing
children the love and security tey deserve. I my own teaching and rescarch, I've looked for  book that focuses
explicdly ot how religion becomes entangled in harming childven and am gl at last 0 have  book 1o ecommend.”
BONNIE J. MILLER-McLEMORE
Author of Let the Children: Comne: Reimugining Chitdhood frorm w Chistiun Perspective

“Breaking Their Will s borh heartbreaking and motivating After rightly noting that religion is most often
ot harmfid 1o children, Janet Heimlich derailsthe wique abliy ofeligion i s worss manifestasions o inflict lasting
pain, humiliation, and terror o the most vidrerable members of our society. Perhaps the crowning achievement
of he book s s call o action—a chapter devored to specific ways in which offcials, lawmakers, parens, and
even faith communities can root out religious child abuse and remove it claims of immunity from challenge.”

DALE McGOWAN
Editor of Parenting beyond Belief and author of Raising Freethinkers

JANET HEIMLICH, formerly a freclance reporter for National Public Radio and other national
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