
Divine, Not Damned

A Sacred Reclamation of Self 

Beyond Religion

Dawn Stilwell

[image: A black and white logo

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

COPYRIGHT © 2025 DAWN Stilwell
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or shared without permission — unless you’re quoting it to provoke thought, spark rebellion, or start a book club (then carry on, wild one — just cite me).
Published by Mediatopia Inc.
Petrolia, Ontario, Canada
ISBN: 978-1-998290-33-8 
This is a work of personal truth, spiritual deconstruction, and holy reclamation. Events are real, names may have been changed, and any resemblance to fundamentalism is purely intentional (because... ouch). This book doesn’t claim to be gospel — but it might just set you free.

Design & layout: Also Mediatopia Inc.  - because we do it all, baby.
Contact: sales@mediatopia.ca
Printed in Canada — no crosses were burned, no goddesses were silenced, and no egos were spared.

Dedication

––––––––
[image: ]


For the wild ones.
The ones who’ve been silenced, shamed, or shoved to the margins for daring to ask hard questions, feel too deeply, or color outside the spiritual lines.
This one’s for you. May you find your voice, your power, and your peace.
And to Paul,
my rock, my calm in the chaos — thank you for giving me the safety to fall apart and the space to become whole again. Your belief in me has been the most sacred ground I've ever stood on.
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Author’s Note

Divine, Not Damned didn’t come out of nowhere. It came out of fire.

At one point in my church life, a pastor told me I had a Jezebel spirit. Not gently. Not as loving correction. It was more like a spiritual scarlet letter slapped on me for daring to ask hard questions, speak up, and refuse to play the submissive little woman they expected.

It didn’t stop there.
I was pressured—more than once—into deliverance ministry. You know, the kind where they try to cast out whatever demon they think is making you too ...  inconvenient. Spoiler: nothing left. Except maybe my tolerance for religious manipulation, but there was definitely heaping helpings of shame and humiliation served. Zero stars. Do not recommend.
In some church circles, “Jezebel” isn’t just a biblical figure—it’s a threat assessment. A control tactic. It means you’re too confident, too articulate, too dangerous to the system.

And here’s the thing: I wasn’t rebellious back then. I was obedient. Soft-spoken. Desperately trying to do everything “right.” I shrunk myself to fit the mold of a “godly woman,” even when it felt wrong. Because I wanted to please God.

But something deep inside me whispered:
This isn’t love. This isn’t freedom.
And eventually, I realized:
They weren’t afraid of a demon.
They were afraid of me—awaking, aware, and no longer willing to play small.
So, if being powerful, wise, and unwilling to be silenced makes me Jezebel?

So be it.

This book isn’t just my story.
It’s a sacred reclamation.
A raw, rebellious, spiritually feral journey back to myself.
For years, I was told I was broken. That I needed fixing. That I was lucky Jesus died for me, because otherwise God couldn’t bear the sight of me. They called that love.

But I’ve come to believe something deeper.
I don’t think we’re damned by nature.
I think we’re divine by design.
And if that idea makes you pause—if it stirs something in you (whether it’s discomfort, curiosity, or a full-body “hell yes”)—then you’re exactly where you’re meant to be.

This book is for anyone who’s ever been labeled “too much” and wondered if maybe—just maybe—they were never the problem.

It’s for the spiritual misfits. The burned-out believers. The quiet questioners. The ones who still believe in love, just not the kind that comes with a footnote.

There’s grit.
There’s grace.
There’s God... but not the one they warned you about.
Read on, rebel.

You might just find your voice here.

If I’m Jezebel, So Be It.

I was named to shame.
Branded for daring to speak, question, love boldly, or live outside the lines.
But what they meant as a curse, I wear as a crown.

This is for every wild-hearted soul who’s ever been silenced, scolded, or sidelined for being “too much.”

May you reclaim what they tried to bury.
May you remember who you were before they told you who to be.
If I’m Jezebel...
So. Be. It.

“The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.”

Gloria Steinem
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Chapter 1

They Called Me Jezebel
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The pastors told me I had a 'Jezebel spirit’ and for a while, I believed them. This introduction explores how being labeled rebellious and dangerous by the church became the catalyst for reclaiming my voice, power, and truth. Spoiler: Jezebel was framed.

In November 1996, I experienced what I considered my first significant spiritual moment. In the years leading up to this period, I had dealt with betrayal by a family member and challenges in my marriage. Outwardly, I appeared to be functioning well, but I was experiencing high-functioning depression and daily questioning my self-worth. I’d be lying if I said suicide never crossed my mind in those days.

Home that morning on a day off from work, I had been watching a religious program where the host repeatedly stated that God offered love and forgiveness. After listening for several days, and without identifying as a particularly spiritual person, I decided to recite the prayer shared by the presenter. This led to an emotional response characterized by feelings of unconditional love and acceptance. I was deeply moved by this experience, what some would likely call ‘my salvation experience’.

After this experience at age 29, I started to explore spirituality in greater depth. I read the Bible, watched religious programs, and attended different churches to learn more about spiritual practices and communities. Although I sought to have another mystical experience of the love of God, none would be forthcoming for some time.

Fast forward three years, and I’m a member at a little non-denominational church in the deep south of Lambton County.  Almost as soon as I joined, I was thrust into music ministry, and roped into doing other churchy stuff, like managing the church library, creating the weekly bulletins, and I was expected to attend every work bee held by the church – free labour to fix up the old church.  It wasn’t a particularly bad time in my life ... until the pastors decided that I was hosting the Jezebel spirit and seemingly made it their mission to relieve me of said demonic spirit. 

Was I the only one?  Nay, nay, the pastors then went on a veritable Jezebel witch hunt, hosting weekend deliverance sessions and requiring most of the female fellowship to be in attendance. These were ugly sessions, and we were berated for being such wild and willful women ... after all, if we weren’t so sinful, how else would the Jezebel spirit take hold?

If someone made such a comment to me now, I would view it MUCH differently. At that time, however, I was new to Christianity, committed to following my faith, and aimed to adhere to the teachings of the Bible as presented by the pastors. I was deeply grieved at the thought that the devil was living in my body and causing me to be unacceptable to God, and a burden to my husband and family. That was the gist of the story being peddled to me and being naïve and trusting of those in church authority, I went along with it, thinking they were helping me to get right with God.  What I didn’t know at the time is that I had always been right with God.

While the church questioned my supposed wild and rebellious spirit, my husband questioned his commitment — and left, leaving me and the kids to sort through the resulting wreckage. In an effort to appease the pastors, who were convinced a “Jezebel spirit” had driven him away, I submitted to their authority and sat through countless deliverance sessions. Each one chipped away at me, leaving me more fragmented, more confused, and wondering if I’d ever be whole — or good enough for God — again.  

A few months into the fallout, I ended up at a weekend retreat. I wasn’t expecting much, but the hosts offered a kind of clarity I hadn’t experienced in a long time — they helped me see through some of the spiritual B.S. I’d been steeped in. During a quiet walk in the woods that weekend, God met me. Not with thunder or lightning, but in a still, small voice. One that whispered hope. One that reminded me I wasn’t alone — and that this wasn’t the end of my story.

Not long after my return home, I made the choice to walk away from that church. From the pastors. From the performance. I knew it meant losing the few friendships I still had there — people who would be told to shun me, the same way I’d once been told to shun others. But even in the grief of letting go, there was peace. 

Because for the first time in a long time, I was choosing me.

Eventually, I found a church that felt safe enough to try again. I wasn’t sure I was ready, but I showed up anyway—quietly, cautiously, hoping for something different. For a while, it seemed like maybe I’d found it. But some stories have a twist, and mine came when I asked the wrong question.

After everything fell apart, I stepped away from church for a year. Not out of rebellion but of sheer exhaustion. I was too hurt, too disillusioned, too raw to sit through another sermon or slap on a church smile. My faith hadn’t died — just my tolerance for spiritual performance and toxic pity.  

Eventually, I found a church that felt safe enough to try again. They knew I had been part of the music ministry at my former church and before I had time to find a back-row seat, they made me the praise and worship leader. I wasn’t sure I was ready. But I missed singing. I missed the connection. And honestly, I needed something that reminded me I could still belong.

The music part was wonderful! I had a group of mostly young people to work with who were on fire for God, and excellent musicians. Our little group was invited around the area to perform for other church’s conferences and the like. I found healing in the music, and it reignited my passion for ministry. I felt that maybe, just maybe, I could step into something bigger and become an ordained minister.  That became my goal, and I pressed in harder to be a more excellent minister of music and to live my life uprightly. I have to admit, I didn’t let myself get too close to leadership this time. Too much risk after what I had endured last time.  We had a cordial relationship, and I enjoyed the time I had at this church, until I didn’t.

During those years, I leaned hard into God — not the church, not the people, not the programs. Just God. There is a verse in the book of Isaiah, 54:5, that reads, Your Maker is your husband’, and I called God out on that.  My husband walked away, so I needed Him to step up.

God did step up.  I was a stay-at-home mom, but He arranged it so I didn’t have to work. My bills were paid, and the money, although a bit scarce at times, always stretched far enough. It truly shored up my faith at the time.

As for people, well, people had proven themselves shaky at best, cruel at worst. But in the quiet moments, when the music faded and the stage lights were off, I felt something real. I held onto that with everything I had.

And then — just when I thought I was rebuilding my life, getting back on track — I made the mistake of asking the pastor if he would consider me for ordination. I thought I was ready. I was ready to live entirely for God in serving His people.

The pastor’s answer was simple. And brutal.

“No,” he said. “Your place is at home. Waiting for your husband to come back. Raising your children.”

That one sentence shattered what little was left of my trust in the institution. He wasn’t telling me I wasn’t called — he was telling me I wasn’t allowed.

I walked away from church for good soon after that. Not from God. Not from truth. Just from the version of church that could see my gifts, my passion, my heart — and still decide I didn’t belong in leadership because I didn’t fit their mold.

Spoiler alert: I never went back.

I ruminated on my departure, whether it was the right thing to do.  But I realized that I could not deal with the hypocrisy anymore.  The standards that fluctuated depending on the whims of leadership, not by biblical standards. I realized that they were people doing the best that they could with the information that they had.

Maybe it was time to check out some other information. Maybe there was another path that would feel right?

Journal Prompts

When did you first realize that being "too much" was code for "too powerful"?
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