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    Introduction




    There is a time for everything,




    and a season for every activity under heaven: . . .




    a time to tear down and a time to build.




    Ecclesiastes 3:1, 3




    We seem to be hard-wired for the spiritual life—for having a relationship with God. It’s down deep in us, at the heart of things.




    It would be nice, therefore, if our relationship with God were simple. Some people, in fact, do experience spirituality in this way—as a stable source of encouragement, empowerment and nourishment. But that is not always the case. While it is true that spirituality can be a source of great blessing, it is also true that our spiritual lives can be the source of enormous suffering.




    If your relationship with God—your spiritual life—has been uneasy, complex, confusing or hurtful, then this book was written for you. It is not, however, just about you; it is most definitely about us, the authors, as well. Although what we write about in this book is informed by our work as educators, pastors and counselors, it also reflects our personal experience. There is nothing theoretical or abstract for us in the things we talk about here. We each know from personal experience that spirituality can go bad. We’ve seen for ourselves how unhealthy spirituality can erode the foundations of our lives.




    Thankfully, we are also coming to know what it is like for our spirituality to be a precious, grace-filled and practical resource in life. We have experienced God’s Spirit infusing our spirits with gifts of humility, kindness and joy. We know the peace that comes when our spirits are freed from fears, shame and resentments. And we have tasted of the contentment and serenity that comes from sinking our roots deep in the soil of God’s grace and love.




    Experiencing God’s grace and love, however, does not mean that we are no longer vulnerable to destructive spirituality. On the contrary, we are still in the process of fully understanding the ways that our spiritual brokenness affects our lives and the lives of others. We have found, however, that God is eager to bless us even in our spiritual brokenness. And that is perhaps the central theme of this book: even in our moments of deepest spiritual brokenness, when we can see nothing but ruin, God sees opportunities for blessing. Jesus put it simply:




    




    Blessed are the poor in spirit,




    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. (Matthew 5:3)




    




    That statement does not match the instincts and expectations nurtured in us by our toxic spirituality, but it appears to be true. Our spiritual poverty is, in the eyes of God, an opportunity for blessing and not an occasion for judgment, shame or rejection. May God be praised.




    A Realistic Look at the Process




    Because this book comes out of our personal experiences, you will find few simple answers to simple questions here. We understand how complex this topic is, and how difficult and painful it is to recognize that something has gone very wrong in our spiritual lives. And we understand how difficult it is to find the right kind of help when things go wrong—help that truly helps and doesn’t make matters worse.




    We know also how terrifying it can be when we begin to see that our spiritual lives may need to be torn down and rebuilt on healthier foundations. We understand the desperate desire to solve the problem by adding a fresh coat of paint or doing a minor remodel. Maybe even adding a room. But please, God, let it be something less drastic than tearing down and rebuilding. Unfortunately, if the problem is with our spiritual foundations, then anything less than demolition and rebuilding would probably be a waste of time—like the proverbial rearranging of deck chairs on the Titanic. Tearing down and rebuilding is what this book is about. In our spiritual lives there is a time to tear down. And there is a time to build.




    One of Jesus’ stories about the spiritual life is about a foolish man who built his house on the sand, and a wise man who built his house on a rock. When the winds and rain came, the man who built his house on sand was left homeless while the house built on rock withstood the harsh weather (Matthew 7:24-27). When he told this parable, Jesus was not talking to people who had rejected faith but to people who were attentive to their spiritual lives. It is not a story about people who refuse to build houses but about the kinds of foundations that make for stable houses. Like the religious people of Jesus’ day, many of us who are active in our faith have built our houses on sand. In this book we explore what it means to build on the unstable sand of self-reliance and religious striving, and what it means to build on the solid rock of God’s love and grace. We examine what spirituality looks like when it starts to collapse because of a faulty foundation, and we suggest some tools that might help us demolish unstable foundations and rebuild our spiritual lives on the foundation of God’s grace.




    No one sets out to build a spiritual house on sand. No one thinks, Gee, I wish I could have a spiritual life that will fall apart when I need it the most. Those of us who have built on an unstable foundation have done so unintentionally. We probably began our spiritual lives with the most solid piece of ground we could find, and we started building, hoping for the best. Some of us were tempted by a nice view or what seemed like a prime location. Some of us built our spiritual lives on land we inherited from our parents. Most of us probably built our spiritual homes in whatever was the most convenient spot, without first thoroughly examining the soil. There are lots of places to lay a spiritual foundation, but we have come to believe that the only stable foundation for the spiritual life is grace. Thankfully, grace has already been provided for us. We cannot earn it or compete for it or strive to deserve it, because grace is a gift freely given to us by God. This gift is a manifestation of God’s rock-solid, faithful, unshakable, unconditional love for us. It is the rock on which we can build a stable spiritual life.




    Rather than building our spiritual lives on the stable rock of God’s love and grace, many of us find that we have built on the unstable soil of fear and shame. Fear and shame, which come in many forms, keep us from being able to trust God’s love for us. We may fear that God is angry with us, is not for us, is not with us, is not truly loving toward us. Shame is, at its root, fear that we are not good enough, and never will be good enough, to have a meaningful relationship with God. These fears about ourselves are really forms of shame. We may fear that we are unlovable or that we have no value. We may experience ourselves as hopelessly damaged, without any possibility of repair.




    The toxic combination of fear and shame lead to a variety of desperate efforts to stabilize our shaky spiritual house. We may try to get it right. We may try to control ourselves and others. We may try to please God and to earn God’s love. We do these things because we really do want to have a viable spiritual life; we long to have a relationship with God that works. Unfortunately, most of these attempts to fix ourselves and to somehow earn God’s love lead to a spiritual life that is destructive. After a while we find ourselves exhausted and discouraged, and we may feel even more alienated from God—in spite of our longing for our relationship with God to be one of the most stable and helpful in our lives.




    What You’ll Find in This Book




    When our self-reliance and religious striving are driven by fear and shame, our lives show predictable patterns of spiritual dysfunction. In this book we begin our discussion of the spiritual rebuilding process by describing how it looks and feels when our spiritual lives are built on the unstable foundations of fear and shame. We look at four common types of destructive spirituality: spiritual abuse, spiritual anorexia, spiritual addiction and spiritual codependency.




    There are many other types of destructive spirituality, but we have chosen to focus on these four because they are common enough that many people can identify one or more of these tendencies in their lives. If at first you don’t clearly identify with any of these four patterns, keep in mind that each type exists on a continuum of severity. Most of us have probably experienced one or more of these forms of destructive spirituality to some degree, but often we are caught up in destructive spirituality without knowing it. We may only be aware of distressing symptoms such as anger, resentment, doubt, frustration, discouragement, exhaustion or despair. Any of these symptoms could indicate that the foundations of our spiritual lives are insecure and at risk.




    After looking at these common forms of spiritual dysfunction, we need to thoroughly assess the foundations on which our spiritual lives are built. To what extent are our spiritual foundations rooted in God’s love and grace? In what ways have these foundations become eroded or distorted? Following that assessment, we look at a blueprint for the rebuilding process. This blueprint may require some demolition of the existing foundations, and it may outline a project that, like any reconstruction project, requires a considerable amount of time and may be inconvenient and challenging. But the blueprint also promises that the security, stability and peace we experience in our relationship with God will grow stronger as the project continues.




    After assessing the health of our existing spiritual foundations and examining a blueprint for the rebuilding process, we will see that few of us have good instincts when we first observe the structural flaws in our spiritual lives. So before we can actually begin to rebuild our spiritual lives, we will need to look at some things we are commonly tempted to do to fix our damaged spiritual lives—things that just don’t work in the rebuilding process.




    Finally, we look at spiritual tools that can help us rebuild our lives on the foundation of God’s love and grace. These are some of the core tools of the Christian faith—tools with a long history in our tradition. Over the last two thousand years, these tools have helped millions of people come closer to God. Unfortunately, they have also been widely misused and have caused much spiritual harm, so we examine these tools carefully in order to understand how each has been misused and how it might be used appropriately to help us grow in our capacity to receive God’s grace.




    We are writing generally from the perspective of evangelical Protestantism; that is our spiritual heritage. However, we have tried not to assume that all our readers share this heritage. Though it may require some work on your part to reframe some things to fit better within your own theological tradition, we hope that this book will be helpful to everyone seeking to build a healthy spiritual life.




    There is nothing magical about this book or about the rebuilding process we describe here. We don’t have a simple “three keys to personal spiritual power” type of solution to offer. For those who have spent many years building a spiritual house on a faulty foundation, it will take some time to rebuild, and the rebuilding process we recommend is not an easy one. However, it is a process that is deeply rewarding, full of grace and rich with surprises. God will work in strange and wondrous ways in us as we rebuild, sometimes offering us support where we least expect to receive it. While rebuilding can be rough going, we are convinced that God is not a dispassionate observer of this kind of building project but rather an enthusiastic, passionate and loving participant.




    One final point: This book is not a guide to getting our spiritual houses clean and orderly so that we can then approach God. It is not about becoming holy enough to convince God that spending time with us would be a good idea. This book is about making contact with a God who is willing to address the insecurity and decay of our spiritual lives and help us build something new. God does not wait until our spiritual houses are clean and orderly before making available to us all the love and grace we need. The biblical text is clear about this: God comes to us as we are. And God still comes to us—while our spiritual lives are disordered and dysfunctional—to fill us with as much grace as we are capable of receiving, and to encourage the process of growing in our capacity to receive even more grace in the future. Learning to receive that grace in practical ways is the main part of the work of rebuilding our spiritual lives. Our prayers are with you as you seek to rebuild your spiritual life on the stable and grace-filled foundation of God’s love.




    Questions for Personal Reflection




    1. How would you describe healthy spirituality?




    2. How would you describe unhealthy or destructive spirituality?




    3. What responses do you have to the metaphor of tearing down a spiritual life built on sand?




    4. What thoughts and feelings do you have in response to the metaphor of rebuilding your spiritual life on grace?


  




  

    PART 1




    Distorted


    Spirituality


  




  

    1
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    Abusive Spirituality




    Jesus replied, “And you experts in the law, woe to you, because you load people down with burdens they can hardly carry, and you yourselves will not lift one finger to help them.”




    Luke 11:46




    Bethany had been a dynamic lay leader among the women in her church for many years. She taught the only women’s Bible study at the church and was almost always the featured speaker at the annual women’s retreat.




    Once in a while, one of the women would suggest that someone else might take a turn leading the Bible study or speaking at the retreat, but Bethany would respond by reminding them that God had called her to this ministry and that they should not second-guess God’s decisions. In the Bible study, Bethany was impatient with women who had personal struggles, seeing it as a sign of a lack of faith. When women occasionally expressed concern about their troubled children, Bethany quoted Bible verses and explained that children don’t misbehave if they have been instilled with biblical principles at a young age. According to Bethany, it was their own fault that their children were in trouble, and it was time that they took firm control of their children. It was also Bethany’s habit to answer most questions that were raised during Bible study. There was no mystery about the Word of God; it said what it said, and Bethany was convinced that she knew exactly what it meant.




    Over the years numerous women who had been active in women’s ministry left the church. Several sent letters to the pastor, complaining that Bethany was domineering and judgmental, and that she made no room for others in leadership. The letters said that Bethany communicated that people needed to be perfect to go to her church. The pastor dismissed these letters as “sour grapes” or jealousy.




    Then one day it became public knowledge that Bethany’s daughter had been arrested for possession of methamphetamine. The church leadership responded to Bethany in the way she had been responding to the women at church for years: they told her that because she couldn’t keep her own house in order, she didn’t belong in leadership. Bethany was asked to resign from all her leadership positions. Bethany was devastated and soon left the church, unable to bear the shame she experienced.




    When most of us think about spirituality going bad, we think first about people using spiritual authority to harm others. It is all too common that people in positions of spiritual authority use their positions to disempower and manipulate others, rather than to support them and build them up. Battered wives are told by their pastors that Jesus wants them to be more submissive; children abused by a parent are told that God expects them to obey their parents; whole congregations fear for their souls if they so much as utter a sigh of discontentment about their leaders—all of these situations are sadly familiar in the Christian community.




    We know that there are extreme forms of abusive spirituality—religious cults that end in mass suicide, and religious organizations that exist to meet the financial, sexual or ego needs of their leaders. But there are also more subtle forms of spiritual abuse, like the kind practiced by Bethany. These abuses generally go unnoticed and unexamined. They are, for many people, “just the way things are.”




    Jeff’s experience of growing up in an abusive church suggests what it feels like to take in the basic message of spiritual abuse:




    




    My family lived in a town of six hundred people, and we drove two miles every Sunday to a town of two hundred people where they had seven churches. The marquee in the front of our church said “Independent, fundamental, Bible-believing, soul-winning, sin-hating, separated Baptist church.” In this town of two hundred people there was another Baptist church—directly across the street—and their sign said the same thing: “Independent, fundamental, Bible-believing, soul-wining, sin-hating, separated Baptist church.” But we had nothing to do with those across-the-street people. I went to school for twelve years with kids from that church across the street and never made friends with any of them. I never went across the street and into that building, because we were more separated, more fundamental, and more sin-hating than they were. Everybody but us was outside the kingdom. We were it.




    Our pastor would point at you from the pulpit if you were chewing gum, and tell you that you were going to hell. It was scary until the age of eleven or twelve, when I decided to let that stuff roll off my back. When he pointed me out, I would think, Yeah, right. He’s stupid. But one of the remnants of all that judgment was that I was being trained to be judgmental.




    Being trained to be judgmental is one of the most damaging parts of spiritual abuse. It hurts like crazy to be judged, but it hurts just as much or more to be judgmental. In order to be judgmental, you have to work hard to maintain an image that allows you the luxury of feeling somehow superior. All those crazy thoughts you have, no one can ever know about those. All the anger and frustration and struggles you have, no one can ever see any of that. When you’ve been taught to be judgmental, you have to keep it all bottled up inside you so that you are always outwardly in a position to make others look “less than.”




    But what got to me, more than the things that were said from the pulpit, was having my relationship with Christ taken hostage. After I made some bad choices as a teenager, Christ was constantly used as a threat to get me to behave. It was as if my salvation were on loan. It was called into question all the time. Even though we were taught that there was nothing we could do to earn grace, in practice the opposite was true. Everything we did was weighed and measured to see if we deserved to keep grace.




    




    All spiritual abuse has its roots in the same soil. Whenever we give others the message that their relationship with God depends on something other than God’s love and grace—or that God’s love and grace need to be earned in some way—we are perpetrating spiritual abuse. This message can be communicated from the pulpit or at the dinner table, with fists or with whispers. Whether or not there is accompanying sexual, emotional or physical abuse, the message of spiritual abuse is always the same: “God won’t love you, unless . . .” or “God will only love you if . . .”




    Spiritual abuse is usually a systemic problem. Rarely do we find that only one member of a church or family is spiritually abusive. Commonly, as the message of a few is heard and accepted by others, the entire system comes to believe and act as if God were really an unloving, absent or abusive God. Once the message is accepted, it is repeated in a variety of forms—some subtle and some not—by those who have accepted it. In this way, spiritual abuse is handed down the chain of authority, from pulpit to pew and from one generation to the next.




    People who are caught up in abusive spirituality—both the abusers and the abused—are often judgmental because they fear that God is harsh and punitive, and they fear that they are defective. They are not able to trust God’s mercy and therefore cannot experience, practice or give mercy.




    In Luke’s story about Simon the Pharisee (Luke 7:36-50), we see clearly the experience of the abuser and the abused. Simon is a religious leader and teacher who has a great deal of power in his community. When a woman who is known to be a sinner comes in and weeps at Jesus’ feet, Simon judges her. He does not see the woman as a fellow human being in need of grace, but as a sinner who doesn’t warrant grace.




    




    Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he went to the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, and as she stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them.




    When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him and what kind of woman she is—that she is a sinner.”




    Jesus answered him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.”




    “Tell me, teacher,” he said.




    “Two men owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he canceled the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?”




    Simon replied, “I suppose the one who had the bigger debt canceled.”




    “You have judged correctly,” Jesus said.




    Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.”




    Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”




    The other guests began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?”




    Jesus said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” (Luke 7:36-50)




    




    Simon sees everything through the grid of judgment. He thinks of others in terms of right and wrong, good and bad, superiority and inferiority. Simon believes himself to be right, good and superior, and others (probably including Jesus!) to be wrong, bad and inferior. Simon does not know he is just as broken and in need of grace as the woman who is weeping at Jesus’ feet. He reacts defensively to this truth because his fears and shame make his spiritual brokenness too painful to face. His defense is to be scrupulous, arrogant, prideful, self-righteous and judgmental. This kind of defense against brokenness leads directly to the abuse of others—through superior attitudes, harsh words, exclusion and devaluing. When this kind of judgmentalism is encouraged in the name of God, God becomes a kind of blunt instrument that can be used to hurt, punish, shame and control others.




    One of Juanita’s experiences illustrates how judgmentalism, even in subtle forms, can plant the seeds of spiritual abuse:




    




    I remember driving alone one morning, my mind drifting between thoughts, when I suddenly had a strong sense that God was saying to me, “You are judging that person you were just thinking about.” As I thought back to what had been going through my mind, I realized that I had been thinking of someone I knew—someone who looked to me for spiritual help—as if I were in some way superior and as if he were inferior. I had been judging myself as “better than” and this person as “less than,” and I realized how easy this type of judgment was for me. This was certainly not the first time I had judged someone! I acknowledged my sin and thanked God for bringing it to my attention. This particular judgment was private—it existed only in my mind—but judgments like this are the seeds of spiritual abuse.




    While reflecting on this event, it occurred to me that in the Gospel story about the woman weeping at Jesus’ feet, Simon does not speak an abusive word. But he is filled with judgment. And judgment always finds a way to be expressed. The woman who came to weep at Jesus’ feet would find herself disempowered and devalued by this person who had religious power over her and over others, just as the person I was judging would have been in danger of feeling disempowered and devalued by me.




    




    The experience of being judged and devalued is the experience of being shamed. To feel shame is to feel exposed and to be seen as “less than.” Shame is difficult to adequately define, but one good attempt comes from Gershen Kaufman, in his book Shame: The Power of Caring, who says that shame is rooted in “sudden unexpected exposure” that leaves us feeling “painfully diminished in our own eyes and in the eyes of others as well.” He continues, “To live with shame is to feel alienated and defeated, never quite good enough to belong. And secretly we feel to blame. The deficiency lies within ourselves alone. Shame is without parallel a sickness of the soul.”




    This emphasis on shame as a “sickness of the soul” is helpful for our purposes. Shame leads to many kinds of spiritual dysfunction, including the kind of judgmentalism we see in spiritual abuse.




    Even though Simon is secretly shaming both the woman and Jesus, Jesus does not respond to Simon’s judgment by shaming him. Instead, Jesus responds with mercy and goes to the heart of the problem. “Simon,” Jesus says, “do you see this woman?” Jesus invites Simon to expand his spiritual vision so that he can see this person of infinite value, who is loved and cherished by God and is capable of great love. This is how Jesus sees the woman: he sees, receives and responds to her love. Jesus invites us to see each other in the same way—through the eyes of God’s love and mercy. Whenever we see each other as less than God’s beloved children, we run the risk of doing spiritual harm.




    A Biblical Overview of Spiritual Abuse




    The Bible is full of examples of spiritual abuse. There are stories of spiritual leaders who exploited people for their own gain; there are stories about authority being misused in order to get things done in the name of God that weren’t really part of God’s agenda at all; and there are stories about people who trivialize the pain of others. Jeremiah, for example, talked about those who heal other people’s wounds superficially:




    They dress the wound of my people




    as though it were not serious.




    “Peace, peace,” they say,




    when there is no peace. (Jeremiah 6:14)




    




    This kind of failure by spiritual leaders to take seriously the pain of others is spiritual neglect, a form of spiritual abuse. God’s complaint about many of the leaders of Israel was that they were not using the authority they had been given for the benefit of the weak, for those who lacked a voice; the leaders were instead using their authority for their own purposes. The result at that time was the same as it is now: spiritual exhaustion rooted in misconceptions about who God is and what God wants from us.




    In the New Testament, Jesus reserves his strongest language for criticism of religious leaders whose spirituality is abusive. For example, in Matthew 23:27 Jesus describes the Pharisees as “whitewashed tombs.” This expression might seem like merely a picture of hypocrisy—being different on the outside than on the inside—but there is more to it than this. People at that time believed that if you touched a tomb you would be defiled. So Jesus is not only calling the Pharisees hypocrites; he is saying that if you fall under their influence, you could become spiritually harmed.




    “Ferocious wolves” is another expression Jesus used for spiritually abusive leaders (Matthew 7:15). Expressions like these helped Jesus draw a stark contrast between the abusive and appropriate uses of authority. Jesus clearly taught that spiritual authority is not designed to burden people spiritually or to discourage them or to use them for personal gain. Rather, the purpose of spiritual authority is to build people up, to encourage them and to set them free.




    Spiritual abuse was a central concern for the early church. The apostle Paul’s primary adversaries thought he put too much emphasis on grace. They tried to correct his teaching, explaining that the good news is not simply about what God has done but also what we need to do. In some texts Paul’s opponents were called the “circumcision party,” because they believed it was necessary to perform the religious ritual of circumcision to secure God’s approval. Today, circumcision is no longer thought of as the Cadillac of spiritual disciplines, but many religious communities invent other kinds of religious requirements or behavioral demands. The formal theology or “statement of faith” of many spiritually abusive communities may affirm the centrality of grace in Christian spirituality, but in practice they communicate that God’s love is somehow contingent on our performance. The members of the early Christian community faced the same dynamic when they dealt with the circumcision party.




    Types of Spiritual Abuse




    Abuse can be appropriately called spiritual abuse when it takes one of two forms. First, abuse of any kind in an explicitly spiritual context can be spiritual abuse. The spiritual context could be a church, a religious retreat or a religious institution. Or the spiritual context could be created by the presence of a person in a position of spiritual authority, like a pastor or a Sunday school teacher or even a parent, who perpetrates abuse, regardless of where the abuse happens. When any kind of abuse—emotional, sexual or physical—happens within the context of a faith community, it is a form of spiritual abuse. Either the spiritual location or the spiritual role of the abuser can communicate that the abusive treatment is somehow approved of or permitted by God, and this communicates the basic, abusive message: that God is not a God of love and grace.




    Second, any kind of abuse that does damage to someone’s relationship with God is spiritual abuse—even if the abuse happens outside a spiritual context. This is an especially important point in the case of the spiritual abuse of children. Because children are actively engaged in the important process of forming a sense of who God is, any form of child abuse does damage to their developing spirituality and is for that reason a form of spiritual abuse. Parents who threaten their children by picturing God as a kind of bogeyman who will punish them if they misbehave can do damage to their children’s emerging spirituality. Children can easily pick up the message that God is graceless, that love is conditional, that performance is the most important thing or that perfection is what is expected. All of these messages can get in the way of spiritual growth and development founded on the grace of God.




    Spiritual abuse communicates the message that God does not love and accept us as we are, that we must work to earn God’s approval and that God’s love and grace are not enough. Once the devaluing messages of spiritual abuse become internalized, we start to live as if the messages were true, and this inevitably leads us to pass abusive messages on to others. Eventually, it becomes difficult for us to live outside a spiritually abusive environment or to even consider the possibility that God might actually love us just as we are.




    A pastor friend of ours began his recovery journey while serving at a small church, and his experiences provide a useful example of how spiritual abuse can become deeply embedded in a person’s spiritual life. As a result of the personal changes this pastor made, and his growing awareness of God’s grace, his sermons became more and more filled with a sense of God’s grace. One Sunday, a long-standing member of the congregation approached this pastor after the morning service and informed him that she would be leaving the church.




    “Okay,” the pastor replied. “I want you to know that I respect your decision. However, if you’d like to share your reasons for leaving, it might be helpful to me.”




    The woman’s face hardened. “Fine,” she said. “I used to be able to come to this church knowing that I would leave feeling bad about myself. You reminded me of how sinful I was, and how I needed to try hard to be better. It helped me to keep a lid on things throughout the week. But you just don’t preach that way anymore, and it’s making me anxious. I don’t think I’m getting what I need to be a good Christian anymore.”




    The woman also communicated her suspicion that this pastor was not preaching from the Bible like he had in the past. She was convinced that if he were really preaching from the Bible, she would have bad feelings about herself—the shame—that she needed on Sunday mornings. She knew what the Bible was about. It was about guilt and shame, and this is what she thought she needed in order to function spiritually.




    This story shows how, after years in an abusive system, the abusive messages become internalized and form a template for what is considered normal. To this woman, grace was suspect, dangerous, and she experienced guilt and shame as normative and godly; a loving God would be too much to ask for. Instead, she sought a new shaming environment that matched her internal template, which robbed her of a healthy spiritual life.




    How Spiritual Abuse Happens




    For some of us, our faith journey began with an understanding that we didn’t need to do anything to earn God’s love and grace. This good news came to us as a blessing. We knew we needed grace, and God provided it for us. At that point our hearts were tender toward God, and we wanted to do the things that God desired of us. Even if we weren’t capable of making all the changes we needed to make on our own power, we suddenly found ourselves wanting to do the right thing.




    Unfortunately, that desire made us susceptible to people who said, “Hey, you want to know God’s agenda? Well, we know more about that than anybody else. We’ll tell you what God wants, and encourage you to work really hard to make it happen.” Then—very subtly and with good intentions—we began the game of trying to measure up.




    The belief that we must work for God’s approval immediately creates two problems. First, as soon as we begin to work for God’s approval, we begin to judge others. We work hard to get grace, and so we feel justified in condemning anyone not working as hard as we are working. Second, working to earn God’s grace usually means that we have to hide many unpleasant things about ourselves in order to measure up to expectations. Hiding or suppressing our sins rather than confessing them leads to a dual life. We become convinced that if anyone ever knew the truth about what goes on inside us, they would condemn us. Out of fear, we become defensive, and whenever anyone points out a problem with our behavior, however lovingly, we lash out and demonize them. Instead of admitting that we have a problem, we make them the problem. In this way we become perpetrators of spiritual abuse.




    How Do I Know If I’m Spiritually Abusive?




    We become spiritually abusive when we lose track of the fact that God loves us no matter what. For example, if Pastor Fred forgets that he can’t earn grace and begins to believe that God measures him by the size of his congregation, he may become abusive in order to get those numbers. To make his congregation grow, Fred must motivate his people to bring in new members. Because he believes that God’s approval rests on the size of his congregation, Fred transfers this graceless belief to his people. In his sermons he finds ways to suggest that the value and acceptance of true Christians in God’s eyes are related to how many people they bring to church with them. If the congregation really cares about others, and if they really believe in the Word of God, they will invite more people to come with them on Sunday morning.




    As simply as that, Fred has chosen to disempower his congregation. He is no longer there to meet the needs of the congregation; he is using the congregation to meet his own needs. Pastor Fred is trying to control the members of his congregation and the size of his congregation in order to feel okay about his relationship with God. In the process he is manipulating other people’s spiritual lives rather than resting in the love and grace of God.
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