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―

This essay/book was written by a survivor of abuse who is not a counseling or legal professional. None of the author’s reflections in this book are meant to serve as legal or professional advice or should be taken as such.

―

Scripture paraphrases in this book are based on the King James Version of The Holy Bible.
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We Have to Stand Against This​
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Abuse in Christian culture. It happens not only within certain churches but also in some broader church communities, where the people’s relationships with each other extend outside of the church walls.

Since a time in the past when I personally had to recognize an abusive church situation for what it was, I’ve become more aware of how abuse is often tolerated or goes unrecognized in the church and in Christian circles.

Not all Christians have learned a great deal about the various forms abuse takes on. When they think of abuse, it means creepy perverts lurking near schools to prey on innocent children. Or it’s something that’s made evident by that one unfortunate coworker who shows up from home with a bruised mouth or a black eye now and then. If abuse does involve the church, they automatically think of it as an issue plaguing parts of the Catholic world, possibly including a few abnormal churches of other denominations here and there.

At times, Christians who don’t all know what they’re celebrating actually celebrate abuse, seeing it presented or practiced under different labels in their churches.

Too often, abuse is confused with godly discipline for Christians submitting to authority. When abuse comes with a misapplied, loving label attached to it, it can be easier for Christians to justify inflicting it, to rationalize accepting it, or even to romanticize it.

As a lifelong book lover, I’ve recently been disturbed while revisiting some of the Christian novels I first read when I was younger, not being fully aware back then when abuse played out in stories before my inexperienced eyes.

Because I’ve since grown up, it’s disturbed me even more to see such books still being sold to and praised by Christian audiences, as if it’s swoon-worthy or somehow a display of acceptable masculine authority when men in Christian novels kidnap the women they want, or the men manhandle women into compliance—or when big, strong, handsome heroes force their embraces and kisses on beautiful heroines who didn’t invite or grant permission for that sexual contact. Sometimes the heroines tell those heroes no and struggle to get away from them, but the heroes press right on, ordering the heroines around or exerting physical control over them.

And I comb through online reviews of the books, seeing how few readers mention anything about the way these novels present domineering, disrespectful, and dangerous behavior as “romantic.”

I’ve had to wonder, “How has this kind of behavior passed as romance in Christian fiction for this long? Are Christians truly that unaware of what abuse is, or are Christians that conditioned to accept it or to let it slide?”

It’s a much bigger issue than a question of novels, whether the books are old or new. Abuse isn’t a problem limited only to romantic relationships, and it isn’t only about abusive men, as not all abusers are male, of course. But the point is that overall abuse in the church continues when Christians can’t or don’t recognize it or are otherwise made to believe that enduring harsh, humiliating, or controlling treatment in Christian culture is simply a part of being patient and humble followers of Christ. Or they don’t think that kind of treatment means anything is seriously wrong—that it’s only a sign that people, including Christians in authority, aren’t perfect, so we just have to tolerate some bad or questionable treatment.

In the following pages, the outcry against abuse isn’t an exhaustive study on the subject, though I added a few notes at the end for those who may want to look up more information on some of my points. While my personal frame of reference is that of an American and a Protestant, I’m writing this essay for anyone who’s concerned about the overall issue, especially because the issue isn’t limited to any one Christian denomination or organization, any one nationality of people, any one church size, etc.

Hopefully my reflections can raise more Christians’ awareness and understanding of abuse so that we can better stand against it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Wondering if Saying Something Will Fix Anything
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For years, I was reluctant to write about this. I don’t want people to think I’m saying that all churches or all church leaders everywhere are bad. That isn’t what I believe, and I’ve been nervous that some people might get the wrong idea about what I share.

Then I thought about the people who may still be where I’ve been before, feeling alone and defeated after being mistreated.

They went to church hoping to draw closer to God and to grow in their faith. They went to connect with fellow believers and to receive encouragement and counsel. When they joined their church communities, they wanted to love and be loved, and there were probably good days when that happened. But there was more going on, more that wasn’t right.

Somewhere along the line, they started to realize that much of what they experienced in their church communities wasn’t love at all.

It used to seem like I was the only one around who didn’t feel right about some of the common stuff that happens in certain churches. And as for the crazier stuff I saw and went through as a member of a particular church—stuff that I once imagined might only happen in glaringly bizarre religious cults—it felt like I was in an isolated situation, like what I was witnessing and going through wouldn’t happen in any “normal” church besides the one I attended.

Then I heard from other people. People who had some of the same thoughts I had when I didn’t feel right. People who described the bad experiences they had in their own church communities, some of their experiences so similar to mine. I realized the situation I’d gone through wasn’t the only one like that after all. Yet, other people out there, people feeling alone, probably didn’t know that there are more of us out here, just like I didn’t know.

So I decided that victims of abusive churches and abusive church communities are more important than my nervousness about this subject. I decided I should say something, even if I can’t say it all perfectly.

See, whether or not it has anything to do with church, people who’ve been abused can feel like there’s no safe or fair recourse for it. We’ve been the targets of abusers’ horrible actions, then the weight and responsibility of finding a way to deal with it falls on our shoulders. When it comes to people who’ve been victimized as adults, I guess the responsibility feels even bigger because technically, “You’re not a kid. You should know the difference between right and wrong. You should have known better than to give a pass to your abuser’s red flags.”

After the abuse, if we risk the humiliation of exposing our business to others, speaking up about the ugly stuff that’s happened to us, it doesn’t bring any guarantee that the problem will be fixed.

That’s part of the reason why a lot of victims don’t tell on their abusers.

I mean, people are different, so not all victims feel or think exactly the same. Not all of their life circumstances are the same either. There are different reasons why different victims stay silent about what happened or is happening to them.

Still, abuse isn’t only a physical violation, whether it’s sexual or whatever. Even if it’s a nonsexual physical act, like someone punching you, it still isn’t only a physical violation with an easy physical answer for all comparable cases.

Some people who haven’t been through it or don’t understand it say, “If it happens to you, just speak up. Go and tell on the person who did it.” Certain victims can do that, or they manage to do that. They go and tell.

But does that always fix it?
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​A Word on Legalities
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Of course, there are legal and criminal aspects that further complicate the issue of abuse. For instance, some victims don’t go and tell the authorities because particular authorities around them are abusers themselves. The victims may know of only one or two specific abusers in the system, but how many others might there be, and how far could the abusers or enablers of abuse be willing to go to defend their partners or associates against accusations?

Or take victims of sexual assault, for example, who may figure that it might be too hard to beat the legal odds. The majority of times, when people report sexual assault to the police, ​no one receives a felony conviction or goes to jail for it.

And what about the victims who go to the police or to the hospital to report that they’ve been raped, and a doctor examines a victim’s whole body for DNA, and it takes hours and hours to put the evidence together into a rape kit for testing—and then no one tests the kit? I once read in a local newspaper about thousands of rape kits in my state that hadn’t been tested, then I found out it wasn’t only like that in my state. There’s a huge backlog of untested rape kits, estimated to be in the hundreds of thousands, ​sitting in laboratories and police departments across the United States.

That’s pretty much the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the legal side of abuse. But I don’t want to go far into that or make it seem like, “Oh, so the reason so many abuse victims don’t tell is because the police or the courts might not make it any better.” I mean, yes that is a big reason for a lot of victims, but it isn’t the only reason.

Besides, going far into the legal side now could cause some Christians reading this to distance themselves from the problem, thinking, “Oh, a legal issue. A criminal issue. A worldly issue out there, not so much a church issue.” As if abuse can’t be a real problem in the church.

It can, and it is.

But legalities are so technical, and getting caught up in the legal statistics and all would be beside my point: the point that abuse, physical or otherwise, isn’t just a physical violation with an easy physical answer. “Just tell on the bad guys, then the bad guys will have to stop it, then everything’s all better.” That isn’t how it works.
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