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TO ALL SURVIVORS OF SEXUAL ABUSE

and the faith communities who care for you





  

    Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth?


    GALATIANS 4:16


  


  

    For nothing is hidden that will not be disclosed, nor is anything secret that will not become known and come to light.


    LUKE 8:17


  


  

    There is no act, no sermon, no parable in the whole Gospel that borrows its pungency from female perversity; nobody could possibly guess from the words and deeds of Jesus that there was anything “funny” about woman’s nature. But we might easily deduce it from . . . His Church to this day. Women are not human; nobody shall persuade that they are human.


    DOROTHY L. SAYERS, “THE HUMAN-NOT-QUITE-HUMAN”


  






PREFACE

TO MY READERS


If you’re a victim whose life is still colored by the abuse you suffered, I’m grateful you would dare to read these pages. This act affirms how courageous you are, how determined to find wholeness. Not only does Jesus love you, but I also held you in my mind and heart as I wrote.

 

If you’re a survivor—meaning that you’ve reclaimed a sense of wholeness and largely moved on from abuse you’ve suffered —I hope these pages remind you that you are not alone and inspire you to raise your voice within your relationships, especially within your church. Let us together become a chorus that cannot be silenced.

 

If you seek to be an ally, a special welcome. It takes effort to view the world through the lens of a victim or survivor, an effort that pays off. I hope the stories told here, and the uniquely female lens on Scripture, will enlarge your vision and inspire action.

 

If you’re a pastor, I hope you find inspiration as you minister to the abused—and the abusers—who fill church pews. I hope these pages provide fodder for preaching, resources for discussion, encouragement to prosecute abusers, and the means to make your congregation a safer and braver space.

 

If you’re a lay leader, I would like to shake your hand. When people who love the church—but are not paid to do so—are willing to spend their time and energy listening to survivors and confronting abusers, that gives me optimism for the future of the church. My hopes for you are identical to those for pastors since clergy and lay lead as partners.

 

If you’re not a Christian, my sincere thanks for picking up this book. I hope you hear the call to justice that underlies the gospel message—a call too often obscured by the church’s complacent merger with American culture. Jesus is not a mild-natured fella who blesses the power brokers. Jesus passionately supports all those who are treated as less than, including women.

 

I encourage all of you to reach out with stories, reactions, and next steps. The About the Author page at the end lists ways to be in touch.


WARNING

This book contains graphic descriptions of sexual harassment and sexual violence, which may be triggering to survivors.












  


    INTRODUCTION


    

      

        O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, 


        and you will not listen? 


        Or cry to you “Violence!” 


        and you will not save? 


        HABAKKUK 1:2


      


    


    

      [image: Illustration]LIKE THE PROPHETS OF OLD, victims of sexual assault cry out for justice. Their voices have been amplified by the #MeToo movement, which is passing through culture like a freight train, its momentum toppling once-powerful men from high positions. To some, the movement may be rattling, disquieting, and unnerving, but to survivors, the movement is exhilarating, empowering, and long overdue.


      The phrase “Me Too” was coined in 2006 by the civil rights activist Tarana Burke to lift up the prevalence of sexual assault. It became a viral hashtag in 2017 when allegations against prominent film producer Harvey Weinstein roared through the media. Others tweeted their own #MeToo stories, and the rumble created reverberations that could no longer be ignored. As story after story splashed across front pages, the uncomfortable truth resounded: women are so frequently abused because they are seen as less than men—less worthy, less valuable, less valued.


      In courtrooms and board rooms, abusers began to face consequences that were previously unknown: job loss, jail time, or career implosion. As the media amplified the voices of victims, corporate culture sat up and took notice. The worlds of entertainment and sports, whose profits depend on viewers, adjusted to the new norms.


      But where is the church? Instead of exposing wrongdoing and calling for justice, it is too often the culprit. Even worse, it’s the place where culpability hides.


      

        WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


        I didn’t choose to spend years of my life pondering sexual abuse and faith. As painful topics so often do, this topic chose me. Many of the stories in these pages are connected to my own life. The recurring motif of sexual assault began in 1978 when I was a senior at a conservative Christian college in Michigan. Two armed intruders broke into the off-campus house I shared with four housemates. The criminals held us hostage at gunpoint for six hours. They robbed us, then raped us. Those hours of point-blank brutality and terror stopped my life—not only the end of a sentence but the close of a paragraph, a chapter.1


        Because my conservative religious upbringing taught that women should guard their sexual purity above all else, I believed that being raped had damaged me beyond repair. I struggled with feelings of shame and worthlessness. It took a decade to recover my sense of self and rebuild a new sort of faith, one that took evil into account.


        The circumstances of our case were unusual because they were so clear-cut: the criminals broke in while we were asleep; they were armed; they were serial offenders. In addition, they were African American men who targeted white women. While it’s painful to realize that the assailants’ race was likely a factor, I will forever be grateful that the investigation and prosecution were vigorous and successful.2 That makes our case unusual in an almost astronomical sense—one of point zero five percent (0.05 percent) of all rapes ends in conviction.3 For me, testifying before a jury was a healing balm, an experience of empowerment. I’m an advocate for survivors because the world needs to hear our voices. Our stories are powerful. I told mine because so many of you cannot tell yours, at least not yet.


        Unfortunately, my religious community was not as helpful or healing as the justice system. In our Christian campus bubble, very few people reached out. When I approached pastors and professors, they were unable to answer my theological questions. I was told to “put it behind me and move on.” I wasn’t even sure what “it” was: the violence? the trauma? my status as a good girl? the fact that my life’s underpinnings had been wiped out in the space of six hours?


        I felt alienated and furious as well as traumatized. I’d been trained for pleasantness, not for the fury that now coursed through me—for good reason. Not only had my happy future been wrenched away, but everything I believed to be certain was actually tenuous.


        Still, I discovered that the psalmist spoke the truth: “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted, / and saves the crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18). Jesus was relentless in drawing me close. Over the next decade, despite my questions—or perhaps through them—I discerned a call to ministry. After I met and married my husband, Doug, I applied to seminary. Those four years of classes and internships were life-changing. By graduation day, I was pregnant with our second daughter and full of plans for a rebuilt future.


        I supply this background to be transparent about my approach. My interest in sexual assault and faith is not academic. I wrote this book because I felt called by God to do so and could find no excuse to refuse (although I did search for one). I bring certain lenses along with me. As a rape survivor, I am passionate about justice for victims and accountability for victimizers. As a former “good girl,” I am conversant with the conservative subculture. As a committed Christian, I am tenacious about loving Jesus, who first loved me. As a pastor, I spend my days swimming in Scripture. As a wife, I am one half of what turned out to be an egalitarian marriage, thirty-five years and counting. As a mother, my heart walks around outside my body with two daughters, a fact that will keep me poking and prodding the church toward greater gender equality as long as I live. Most of all, as an author, the response to my earlier writing about assault has softened my heart and thickened my skin. I will not be bullied by blowback or made callous to the plight of my sister survivors and brothers as well. It is time for a reckoning.


        Let me be clear about another thing: I am not a liberal feminist. I am a radical feminist. Which is to say, it’s not enough that individual women can thrive in a patriarchal culture. As long as women as a group are treated as less than men, it doesn’t matter that individual women can experience success. Inequality is not what God intends for human society.


        Inequality is certainly not what Jesus modeled. My love for Jesus is why I embrace the #MeToo movement. As imperfect as it is, this collective action highlights the ways that inequality breeds abuse. It has garnered the power to push back against that abuse, pushback that is long overdue. I feel frustrated when Christians treat #MeToo as a sinful movement dripping with the venom of feminism. Feminism is not a hateful ideology. It’s the belief that women are people too.


      


      

      

        WHY EQUALITY MATTERS


        Men can be sexually assaulted, but women are disproportionately victimized. One out of every six women is the victim of an attempted or completed rape in her lifetime.4 The fact that children are often victims presents a host of special considerations for the church. It’s also important to acknowledge that people of color suffer higher levels of sexual assault than whites. More people are enslaved now than at any previous time in human history, thanks to a growing global sex trade.5 Most of these victims are people of color, and the majority are children. In the United States, the preponderance of victims of color is due to our nation’s legacy of race-based slavery, which treated African Americans as subhuman for four centuries. Crimes against victims with brown or black skin continue to be viewed more dispassionately than are crimes against white victims, while crimes committed by people of color are prosecuted more vigorously than are crimes by whites. Our justice system reflects these imbalances in its rates of apprehension, prosecution, and incarceration.6


        #MeToo is not a women’s issue; it’s a human issue. It’s not a feminist movement; it’s a justice movement. If churches will link arms with this liberating work, our faith communities can become places of healing. Since Christians worship a God who created all persons, who seeks to redeem all, and whose Spirit is available to all, it would make sense that they would rally around a movement to eradicate the sin of sexual assault. But when it comes to protecting the vulnerable and prosecuting offenders, the sad truth is that churches are no better than our culture at large. Many would say that churches are actually worse—that they are places of increased sexism and misogyny.


        Sexism and misogyny are often treated as fighting words. I use them descriptively. Kate Manne suggests that sexism is an offshoot of patriarchal ideology, justifying and rationalizing a male-dominant social order, while misogyny is the system that polices and enforces these norms.7 In other words, sexism is a “logical” system springing from the belief that males should be dominant, whereas misogyny is the heat and emotion that powers this thinking and creates backlash when it is opposed. Manne summarizes, “Sexism is scientific; misogyny is moralistic.”8


        These definitions are recent, but the reality they try to pin down is anything but. Christians have to grapple with the fact that Jesus was born into a misogynistic culture and ministered in the middle of it. Our own times are not much more enlightened. Women are still treated as less than men in ways large and small. The price of patriarchy is sexual abuse, and people who love Jesus should no longer be willing to accept that anyone should pay that price. The church has been too slow to connect the assumptions of patriarchy with the realities of sexual abuse. I pray that nothing—not even a recalcitrant church—can hold back the tide that’s calling our culture to account.


        I believe that Jesus is part of the #MeToo movement, whether or not the church is at his side. The spirit of Jesus is always on the move when people rise up for equality and justice. And Jesus is never lacking for partners, though some of the partners might surprise us. If Christians won’t join arms, then those in entertainment, sports, business, and politics will lead the way, if only for the sake of their bottom line. I’m sure Jesus welcomes these partners. Still, I have to think he’s happy when the people who bear his name join him in the work of ending sexual assault.


      


      

      

        THE S*ITUATION


        Because I have become a progressive Protestant, this book focuses on stories within that world. I feel a call to clean the dirt in my own house, rather than to chastise my neighbors. Still, we are all affected by the cumulative weight of the “s*ituation”—the abuse and assault revelations that appear with regularity. Every flavor of Christian faith has been sullied, from Catholic to conservative Protestant to so-called mainline Protestant. The sexual abuse and cover-up within the global Roman Catholic Church has forever changed that enormous body. Prominent leaders in large evangelical churches are facing their own #MeToo accusations. These include Bill Hybels (Willow Creek Church), Andy Savage (Highpoint Church), Paige Patterson (Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary), and Bill Gothard (Institute in Basic Life Principles).9 A February 2019 article in the Houston Chronicle exposed a sweeping story of “20 years, 700 victims” within the Southern Baptist Convention.10 These stories involve child victims. Other conservative leaders such as C. J. Mahaney (Sovereign Grace Ministries) and Brian Houston (Hillsong Church) face allegations of covering up sexual abuse.11


        Each new revelation triggers shock waves that ripple through faith communities and through the faith of each member. Who and what can we trust? On a societal level, the word church no longer means trustworthy, not even for true believers. Churches must confront this hard reality. The trust they betrayed can never be rebuilt. Instead—and only if they address the extent of the betrayal—faith leaders can begin to build trust anew. This is a long-term and costly proposition, so buckle up. Churches can take specific steps to address abuse, which I’ll sketch in the final chapter.


      


      

      

        BECAUSE JESUS


        Why not let secular society continue to lead the way in #MeToo? Because of Jesus. Even people who don’t know Jesus well know that he came back to life after he died. It’s what he’s famous for. But do we know what he said when he came back to life? The first word on his lips was “Woman” (John 20:15). Women not only attended Jesus’ death, they were the first to witness his resurrection. Jesus entrusted his most precious gift—his message—to the care and keeping of women (see Matthew 28:9-10, Mark 16:9-11, Luke 24:10). This, despite the fact that a woman’s testimony carried no legal weight during that time.


        Such an unlikely act tells us something essential about Jesus. He chose to live outside the culture’s limitations and calls us to do the same. Jesus treated women as having the same value and worth as men. To Jesus, women were created in the image of God, which has no gender and endows humans with moral agency.


        While I don’t mean to recast Jesus in my own image—he was a first-century Jewish rabbi, not a post-modern feminist—he disregarded many of the conventions of his day. He treated women—and every sick, deformed, or less than person—with respect. Despite religious prohibitions against it, Jesus approached women and engaged them in lengthy conversations (see Mark 7:24-30). When women who needed healing sought him out and touched him, Jesus did not reprimand them. Sometimes he even initiated the healing touch. By his word and touch, Jesus freed women from sickness, ostracism, and death.


        I am completely convinced that if Jesus walked on earth today, he would push back against the systems that oppress women still. It would seem to follow that people who say they love Jesus would be champions of women, but that is rarely the case. Too often, Christians have been complicit in championing a patriarchal masculinity that marginalizes women and protects abusers.


      


      

      

        TELLING STORIES


        Since the stories we tell have the power to change cultural norms, this book invites you to explore two types of stories around sexual assault. Half are current stories, and half are from Scripture. I hope you can hear them in tandem, the twin halves of a double helix. Comparing the stories will both challenge and change us.


        The biblical stories come from both testaments of Scripture. Each story’s context assumes that women are not of equal value to men. While that shouldn’t surprise anyone who has studied the Bible, the repercussions can still shock us.


        The current stories shine a light on the prevalence of sexual abuse within faith communities. Of the eight stories I tell, four are interlinked with my own. A fifth is from a church I know well. The other three come from courageous survivors, two women and one man. I did not seek out these stories; they were entrusted to me.


        Each of the current stories took place within a Protestant context, though the congregations ranged from conservative to liberal. Where a congregation falls on that spectrum matters, and it’s worth identifying how and why. Many conservative churches exercise prohibitions against women in leadership and believe that the genders have distinctly different, God-given roles. This attachment to gender inequality is not some easily dismissible sliver of Christianity. Rather, this viewpoint is so dominant that, to many people, a “Christian” is someone who believes that God created women to be subservient to men.


        Conservative churches apply a particular understanding to the word translated as helpmate in the second creation story (see Genesis 2:18). While the Hebrew word ezer means strength and is mostly applied to God, conservatives believe that ezer kenegdo, when applied to woman, signals subordination and relegates her to a “complementary” role in marriage, home, church, and society.


        While complementarians insist that these gendered roles are equal in value, in practice they are not. From my childhood, I know that the roles do not feel equal. Certainly the dynamic created is one of unequal power. This is an enormous problem. Sexual abuse is always the abuse of power. I am not alone in connecting the dots between a conservative view of gender roles and increased harm from sexual abuse.12


      


      

      


        THE AMOEBA


        It takes faith to believe that alternatives exist to the unequal and often violent world in which we live, but we find inspiration in Jesus’ example. In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus notices a woman so beat down by the world that she is literally bent over (see Luke 13:11). Who else but Jesus would notice an unnoticeable woman? Remember that the crowd always surrounds Jesus like a giant amoeba, the edges constantly shifting but the center always coalescing around him, the nucleus. Every sick, deformed, or overworked person in Palestine wanted to be near the Teacher. Amid the pressed bodies and pressing agendas of the Jesus-amoeba, he notices a bent-over woman. What’s more, he sees her. He doesn’t see an invalid, a drain on the system—a worthless woman. He sees a child of God who needs to be lifted up.


        We must do as Jesus did and dare to notice, see, listen, and engage. This is risky business. To open our eyes to the lived experience of women is to open our eyes to abuse. But faithfulness impels us to open them, and also our hearts, minds, and perspectives. We might even call this new vision an in-breaking of the kingdom of God.


      


      

      

        THE RECKONING


        The #MeToo movement may be current news, but what it protests is not new. Sexual assault is as old as Scripture. Only particular forms of exposure and accountability are new: the hashtags, the social media, the front page coverage. It may be new that some powerful men have faced public consequences, but the struggle for justice after sexual assault is an old story. Others have engaged this struggle, and we stand on their shoulders, grateful. All justice work is incremental, with each generation bringing new vision. #MeToo is focusing attention on how far society still must go before we achieve gender equality. Only then will the occurrence of sexual abuse be reduced, because abuse thrives and hides where power is imbalanced. Lady Justice—with her blindfolded eyes, scales, and sword—has known this all along.


        Real change is disruptive. Some churches act as if they’re waiting for the #MeToo freight train to pass. Some leaders pretend they’re giving institutions time to respond. But to stand idle is to abdicate our responsibility as Jesus followers. We are each responsible for the historical inch we occupy. It’s my conviction that this #MeToo inch is a gift to churches, one we are too slow to receive.


        I call on people of faith to embrace the reckoning of the #MeToo movement. We must recognize that God’s presence strengthens each victim who finally feels empowered to tell the truth; that Jesus stands in sorrow with victims and in judgment with victimizers, especially those who refuse to confess their sin; and that the Spirit calls each of us to confess the ways we have normalized violence against the vulnerable. Now we are to lament, repent, and participate in a new vision of equality and justice.


        The church can listen to survivors’ stories, study our Scripture for lessons on gender and abuse, and dare to apply what we learn to change church culture. We will unburden victims and survivors, removing the load of shame we have allowed to land on their shoulders, which has increased the evil done to them. We will hold predatory pastors and members accountable. We will make our churches both safer and braver.


        This reckoning will take a stout heart and strong stomach. And it will cost us. Exposing our dark past may cost our churches their reputations and cultural authority—if they have any left. But Jesus says, “Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mark 8:35). Churches may need to lose many things, even everything. Let’s hope that churches lose the right things: an addiction to cultural power and authority, a self-righteous clamp on the idol of sexual purity, an attachment to secrecy and silence as effective means of control. I pray that these things will wash away as the power of Jesus captures another generation.


        As it always does. As it cannot not.


        The Jesus we follow is like no other. His love changes everything. He is the divine one who came into this world via vagina. To Jesus, women’s bodily experiences matter. To Jesus, all humans bear the image of God equally. To Jesus, the voices of victims crying out for justice is a beatitude sung by a chorus.


        Stop and listen. Push past the fear. Unleash the energy. The Spirit is here.


      


      



  









  


  CHAPTER ONE


  POWER AND PATRIARCHY


  

    

      Men are afraid that women will laugh at them.


      Women are afraid that men will kill them.


      MARGARET ATWOOD


    


    

      No, my brother, do not force me; for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do anything so vile!


      2 SAMUEL 13:12


    


  


  

    [image: Illustration]NOT FAR INTO MY FIRST YEAR of seminary, I began to wonder whether I would make it after all. The four-year program had already begun to feel like a marathon—and I’m not a runner.


    I was earning a master of divinity degree, which would equip me to receive a call to a church and be ordained as a minister of word and sacrament in the Presbyterian Church (USA). Every part of seminary, from the heady subject matter and interminable readings to the demanding internships, felt all-consuming. Seminary seemed designed to consume us, or at least to consume every sure thing we brought with us: the childhood beliefs, the rote creeds, the heartfelt but unexamined convictions. These had to be examined and dismantled so that new beliefs could be constructed. By graduation, we would have presumably mastered the divine.


    Judy, an older friend who had graduated and received a call to a ministry position, invited me to her ordination. I attended to see what it looked like to cross the finish line. The service took place on a Sunday evening in a beautiful, old church in a Minneapolis neighborhood. The vaulted sanctuary had long, curving pews in dark wood and a sloping floor. Organ music reverberated as a half-dozen participants dressed in black robes and colorful stoles proceeded down the center aisle. The service brimmed with songs, Scripture, and solemn vows in a mood both festive and serious. I drank it in. A seminary graduation confers a diploma, a sheepskin, but ordination confers a status, the standing of shepherd. My classmate would no longer be just Judy but reverend.


    The pursuit of that title—at the time a forbidden status for women—had brought me to seminary. The Christian Reformed Church, the church of my childhood, barred women from entering ministry.1 I felt this as a deeply personal affront. To my Dutch forebears, the fact that I was female meant ordination was verboten. That I felt the call of God did not matter. Whether I was smart enough, skilled enough, or disciplined enough was irrelevant. The door was shut. So I enrolled at a more liberal seminary. My professors were welcoming, but I encountered internal barriers: Who was I fooling? I didn’t deserve to be here. I would never make it.


    That evening at my friend’s ordination, my whirling emotions found an anchor in the black pulpit robe presented to her as a gift. Judy would don it officially for the first time after the laying on of hands to signify that she had become Reverend Rhodes. I knew that some pastors wore such robes, but not in my tradition, where preachers wore dark suits and white shirts, the conservative attire of powerful men. A pulpit robe struck me as outdated and ungainly. Even ridiculous. A preacher couldn’t so much as fill a water glass without those flapping sleeves getting wet. How nerve-racking to walk up chancel steps with all that cloth fluttering around your feet. But for all those limitations—maybe because of them—the robe declared its power. It was not designed to be handy, or useful, or particularly beautiful. It was designed to convey that the wearer had entered a rarefied profession, adding power and authority to the preaching of the Word.


    The ordination service was nearing its climax. Judy knelt and the black-robed participants clustered around her, each laying a hand on her head and shoulders. An authority figure prayed for the Spirit to descend upon her. Watching, I felt a flood of awe, a frisson of fear. Power was present, undeniably—but also danger.


    To me, the ordination felt as mysterious as the practice of alchemy. An ordinary mortal had been transformed into a minister before my eyes. It didn’t occur to me then—or for decades afterward—that the ritual of ordination might be considered, in some sense, a way of joining the patriarchy, of donning the power of a certain status.


    

      PATRIARCHY


      I was five years old in 1963, the year Betty Friedan published her seminal work The Feminine Mystique. What she called “the problem that has no name”2 described the shared female experience of being less than men, of being given a very limited role to occupy. Friedan’s work spurred women to become conscious of patriarchy. Seven years later, Robin Morgan edited an anthology of radical feminist writings that included the voices of women of color titled Sisterhood Is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from the Women’s Liberation Movement.3 Morgan’s work highlighted the systemic nature of women’s oppression in the workplace and political system. This not only raised consciousness but also called people to push back against patriarchy.


      Loosely defined, the word patriarchy refers to laws that keep males in power, ranging across systems of governance in the nation, state, business, church, and family. Across the millennia, men’s legal rights—to vote, hold office, own a business, buy property, and pass property on to male heirs—ensured that men had access to power that women lacked. Patriarchal laws also ensured that white men had access to power that men of color lacked, creating the racial disparities that afflict America today. Since the fruit of patriarchy is injustice, patriarchy is sinful.


      Included in patriarchy are traditions and norms that don’t carry the force of law but rely on longstanding habit and common practice. These often linger longer than laws. Examples are a wife taking her husband’s name, a husband expecting his wife to shoulder the housework, or referring to a father’s portion of childcare as “babysitting.”


      Patriarchal laws and norms descended from antiquity, so they color the stories we read in Scripture. These “biblical norms” are often used to defend today’s patriarchal norms. Certainly, they shaped the way I was raised. To be a “good girl” meant being silent, docile, and obedient. In my home, church, and private Christian school, it was assumed that males would wield the power. After all, the pattern of male dominance and female compliance was dictated by Scripture.


    


    

    


      SETTING THE STAGE: TAMAR’S STORY 


      If it didn’t involve incest in a royal family, the story of Tamar in 2 Samuel 13 would seem commonplace: a powerful man targets a beautiful woman, deceives her, traps her, overpowers her, sexually assaults her, and then casts her aside as worthless. Had Tamar been a nameless woman, her story would have been lost to history, as so many others undoubtedly have been.


      But Tamar is the daughter of David, a towering biblical figure, the shepherd boy who killed the giant Goliath with a slingshot and was anointed king. Because of her proximity to the throne, Tamar’s story is riddled with palace intrigue. Amnon, her assailant, is also her half-brother and first in line to David’s throne. Absalom, her “rescuer,” is her full brother and second in line to the throne. When Absalom avenged Tamar’s assault, years later, his action not only altered the line of succession but made him king. This is probably the reason Scripture records the story.


      Even though Tamar has the power of a royal name, the story of her rape ends up being less about her and more about her brothers vying for power. These dynamics—both of power and vulnerability—are captured in a rare textual detail about her clothing, a “long robe with sleeves; for this is how the virgin daughters of the king were clothed” (2 Samuel 13:18). It’s fitting that Tamar laments her assault by tearing the robe that defines her place.


    


    

    

      SETTING THE STAGE: MY STORY


      When I graduated from seminary, my husband, Doug, was finishing his teaching credentials, our daughter was a toddler, and I was pregnant with number two. As soon as our second daughter was born, I called the headquarters of the Presbyterian Church (USA) and requested the list of churches with open positions. While my infant nursed I pored through the computer printouts. Each listing contained a possible new future.


      Doug and I were more than ready to become professionals and leave our student juggling act behind. For years, we had passed everything back and forth between us like a four-handed circus performance: three part-time jobs, two sets of professional coursework, and one rattletrap car—not to mention taking care of our daughters. We dreamed of the day our family would be settled in a place where he could teach and I could preach. I purposely cast a wide net of applications, feeling excited to entertain a dozen dreams at once. Wherever God called us, we would go.


      When our baby was eight months old, a call came from a thriving church in upstate New York, a thousand miles east of our home in Minneapolis. Penfield Presbyterian Church was located in a wealthy suburb of Rochester. I would be the associate pastor in charge of programs for children, youth, and families (which struck me as pretty much everyone). The executive presbyter told me that the position was a “plum.” In fact, I would be the first female to serve this prestigious church. Doug and I were ecstatic and deeply grateful to God.


      Still, we felt a sense of shock at how quickly the change would unfold and how complicated the logistics would be. We needed to sell our ramshackle house—an old Victorian that cost less than a BMW—and buy one in our new community. We quickly realized that housing prices in Penfield were completely out of our range. We would need two incomes, which meant finding a full-time job for Doug and full-time care for our two daughters.


      The church’s senior pastor, Reverend Zane Bolinger, phoned. Appearing to be helpful, he volunteered to plan my ordination service and the reception to follow. As he said, it was one chore he could take off my plate. Bolinger was a long-time pastor, beloved by his congregation. At sixty-two years old, he was twice my age and had recently been widowed. I felt honored that he offered to preach the ordination sermon. I knew that when I knelt for the moment of ordination, he would be the first to lay his hands on my head. I felt thrilled in anticipation of that holy moment.


      I couldn’t possibly have known that in a year’s time Bolinger would lay his hands on me again, with unholy intentions.


    


    

    

      THE TRAP IS LAID: TAMAR’S STORY


      In 2 Samuel 13, the text uses the phrase “fell in love” to describe how Amnon lusted after his half-sister Tamar: “David’s son Absalom had a beautiful sister whose name was Tamar; and David’s son Amnon fell in love with her. Amnon was so tormented that he made himself ill because of his sister Tamar, for she was a virgin and it seemed impossible to Amnon to do anything to her” (2 Samuel 13:1-2).


      Ancient texts use euphemisms too. Amnon “fell in love” and could not “do anything” to Tamar. But look! Help is on the horizon: “Amnon had a friend whose name was Jonadab, the son of David’s brother Shimeah; and Jonadab was a very crafty man. He said to him, ‘O son of the king, why are you so haggard morning after morning? Will you not tell me?’” (2 Samuel 13:3-4).


      Can you hear cousin Jonadab’s ingratiating tone? “O son of the king!” In other words, “O, you important man! You are not like other men!” Schemers have always orbited the powerful. Whether they’re tangential relatives, hangers-on, or opportunists, they know how to give influential men their heart’s desire. Jonadab is the cunning type willing to offer up a woman’s body to advance his own agenda.


      The ruse that Jonadab concocts is wonderfully simple. Amnon could pretend to be sick. His appetite is gone, but it might be tempted with one of his sister’s special recipes. Those steamed dumplings! Those are his favorite.


      As Jonadab anticipated, David orders Tamar to Amnon’s house to cook for him. Tamar cannot refuse the king’s order, even if she suspects that she is being summoned to satisfy other appetites. Obediently, she prepares the dumplings and sets them before Amnon. He will not eat. He clears the room and orders Tamar to bring the food into his bedchamber. Is she wary about what will happen next? She does as she’s told and the door closes behind her.


    


    

    

      THE TRAP IS LAID: MY STORY


      Before we moved, Doug was told he could secure a teaching job with his credentials, but he soon discovered that the local schools required a master’s degree, which would require another full year of classes. After a long talk we decided it made sense for him to stay home and take care of our daughters full time, at least for this season. We would have to live off my salary, which was the minimum allowed by the denomination. We thought we could scrape by since we were used to living a simple student lifestyle.


      I plunged into my work. My new boss, Bolinger, said we should get to know each other, especially since he would soon be preaching at my ordination service. He took me to lunch at his favorite restaurant. Over tempura and teriyaki he asked about the circumstances that led me to seminary. I told him my journey included a private trauma, and he assured me he would hold it in confidence. I trusted him. I also longed to move past the shame that shackled me. I wanted God to turn this trauma to good through my ministry.


      So, I told him the story that I had rarely spoken about, which had been treated as unspeakable by my college and church culture. I explained that I’d been raped at gunpoint by intruders and that the ordeal had completely undone me—leaving me isolated, ashamed, and ruined. Everything certain in my life had dissolved in the space of hours. I told him these things because they were important pieces of my journey into ministry.


      But the part Bolinger probed were the actual sexual assaults. He pressed me for details in a way that unsettled me, asking me questions even the detectives had not: what position did the rapist use, did he engage in “foreplay,” had I been a virgin? Noting my discomfort, he reassured me that he was asking for my benefit, that he was an expert in pastoral counseling. He pressed on. Given my history, was it difficult for me to have intimate relationships with men now? I felt uneasy with the tenor of his questions but told myself that healing might entail discomfort. As he paid the bill, he said we should have lunch again the next day. The pattern of frequent lunches was set.


      A few weeks later, Bolinger hatched a plan whereby we could become “copastors.” That way I could take over as senior pastor when he retired in four years. Meanwhile, we could ask the church’s governing board to make our salaries more level. The thought tantalized me. Honestly, why were our salaries so far apart? It was disheartening to work such long hours and be so completely broke.


      Bolinger brought me a gift, a child-sized collectible plate and cup set. The china dishes had belonged to a very young child in the congregation who died tragically. After the funeral, the parents gave him the dishes as a keepsake, and now he bestowed them on me in the manner of Elijah casting his mantle over Elisha (see 1 Kings 19:19). I didn’t see how I could refuse the gift, although I certainly didn’t want the dishes. My healthy daughters weren’t going to eat from them! And why would I want to be reminded of a tragic death that had nothing to do with me?


      Another day he brought me a handmade heirloom quilt that had been in his family for more than a century. I still remember the heaviness of that quilt in my arms, the weight of thousands of stitches made by a faceless woman. I regretted ever making an offhand comment that I enjoyed pieced quilts. Another time he trundled a library cart containing some twenty-five volumes of Anchor Bible commentaries into my office. I knew I was supposed to be grateful for all his largesse, but I was frustrated. Nothing came of the pay raise he had dangled before me.


      Meanwhile, I was swamped with responsibilities. The Sunday school boomed with nearly sixty children, and we also added a lively adult education program. I led or attended a meeting four or five nights a week. The teachers were responsive to my leadership. One remarked that the whole church had perked up on my arrival. She added, “And you’ve brought Zane [Bolinger] back to life.”


      My efforts in the programs for middle- and high-schoolers did not go as smoothly. The difficulties were not with the students but with the eight adult volunteers. Two of these were thirty-something men, recently divorced. One happened to be Bolinger’s son; the other was his good friend. I felt that both men disliked me intensely from the get-go. They called me a “kill-joy” and seemed to take great delight in poking fun of my dilapidated car, complete with my daughters’ car seats. What youth would want to ride with me when they could ride in these guys’ hot cars?


      The adult volunteers told me war stories about the glory days in the 1980s and about my predecessor, who played the guitar and had long hair “like Jesus.” They said their planning meetings used to last until midnight. When I looked puzzled, someone explained that my predecessor confiscated people’s watches so that no one knew how late it was getting to be.


      That seemed unbelievable, so I asked the church secretary. She dropped her voice to say she heard some wild stories about those meetings, that they served alcohol and turned out the lights for “devotions.” Her voice dropped even further. She heard people sometimes sat on each other’s laps. We raised our eyebrows at each other and laughed nervously.


      But maybe she misunderstood. Why would anyone turn a church meeting into a late night party? I certainly wanted to get the business done and go home to my family. Doug spent all day with two small children and no car. The least I could do was get home at a reasonable hour. I decided to ask Bolinger for advice. At our next lunch Bolinger presented me with jewelry that belonged to his late wife, accompanied by an emotional speech about how much I had come to mean to him in such a short time. I plunged ahead with my questions. Did previous youth planning meetings have a party atmosphere? Did they serve alcohol? He brushed my concerns aside. When a glass of dessert wine appeared before me, I could no longer deny what was happening. This behavior felt more like courtship than supervision.


      Looking back, Bolinger’s actions could be considered grooming behaviors. Whether he began his attentions with abuse in mind, I can’t say. Certainly the behaviors spiraled. I do know that he attempted to forge an inappropriately intimate alliance by finding excuses to talk about sex on multiple occasions, beginning with my disclosure of my history of rape. At some point, I realized that his attitude toward the subject was lascivious.


      When I realized that Bolinger’s attentions were inappropriate, I told my husband that Bolinger had “fallen in love” with me. That phrase was the only way I could describe the dynamics. To say it aloud made me feel guilty, as if I had somehow led him on. The thought turned my stomach. This was 1991, before the language of sexual harassment became commonplace. I only knew that Bolinger sent out tentacles—inappropriate questions, ramped-up emotions, eagerness for attention—that entrapped me.


      I felt like a hostage. Bolinger held power over me in every way. He was seasoned in ministry while I was inexperienced. He was financially secure while I was impoverished. He was well-connected in the denomination’s regional networks while I was unknown. He was established at the church while I was brand new. He was the boss while I was the subordinate. He was male, and I was not.4


    


    

    

      THE VIOLATION: TAMAR’S STORY


      Tamar’s ability to muster an argument while terrified and trapped in a bedchamber is stunning. She cries: “No, my brother, do not force me; for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do anything so vile! As for me, where could I carry my shame? And as for you, you would be as one of the scoundrels in Israel. Now therefore, I beg you, speak to the king; for he will not withhold me from you” (2 Samuel 13:12-13). Tamar’s suggestion may shock us since marriage to Amnon would be incestuous, but it was an option. Tamar is trying to protect her social self as well as her physical and sexual self. She knows her future depends on what Amnon does. If he marries her, she will have a place in the royal family. If he violates her, she will lose that place. Even a king’s daughter can be ruined by what a man does to her.


      But Amnon doesn’t seem impressed with Tamar’s ability to problem-solve while her very life is at stake. No, he is too “in love” to listen to the woman he supposedly loves. I’m grateful that Tamar’s eloquent words became part of our canon, despite the fact that Amnon ignored them. We can herald Tamar as a woman of faith who pushed back against oppression, repression, and suppression. Scripture bears witness to her brave resistance, as well as the shame she bore unjustly.


      Tamar was not only King David’s beautiful daughter but also an intelligent person and gifted communicator. Despite all that—despite her fully exercising her moral agency within the limits of her power—she still became a pawn in a larger story about male desire and rivalry. Her less-than status set her up, creating the circumstances that victimized her, as detailed in 2 Samuel 13:14-15: “But [Amnon] would not listen to her; and being stronger than she, he forced her and lay with her. Then Amnon was seized with a very great loathing for her; indeed, his loathing was even greater than the lust he had felt for her. Amnon said to her, ‘Get out!’”


    


    

    


      THE VIOLATION: MY STORY


      A little more than a year in, Bolinger physically assaulted me. I was working at my desk in my church office with my back to the door. Bolinger had just solved a problem and was elated with himself. He came into my office, spun my chair around to face him, put a hand on either side of my head, pulled me to him, and forcibly kissed my lips. In one reflexive motion, I said, “No,” stood up, put my hands on his shoulders, and pushed him away.


      When I shut the door behind him, I was trembling with fury and fear, physically overwhelmed by the realization of my vulnerability. I immediately drove home and told Doug what happened. He threatened to storm over and kneecap the man. Beet-red, he shouted that no man could assault his wife and get away with it. I had never seen my husband so upset. I couldn’t imagine him hitting someone with a baseball bat. I was so afraid of losing my job that I found myself soothing him and wishing I had kept silent. When I returned to my office that afternoon—back to work!—a vase of purple irises crowned my desk and a note from Bolinger invited me out for dinner. I was flabbergasted and full of despair.


      Bolinger and I did not have dinner. I don’t believe we ever ate at the same table again (although we did preside over the Lord’s Table together, a monthly tribulation). I did what I could to distance myself from him, such as turning my desk to face the door and keeping the door shut and locked. After a few days, I worked up my nerve and asked the church secretary to join me in Bolinger’s office. I announced to both of them that I would never again be in a room alone with him. It was a rule. The secretary nodded and asked no questions.


      The forcible kiss was, in one sense, only the culminating act in an escalating pattern of abuse. But that act changed everything. I couldn’t continue to pretend, even to myself, that Bolinger was well-intentioned. I sought the help of a counselor who was an ordained pastor in another denomination. That I had to pay for these counseling sessions myself was salt in the wound. After I poured out my story, the counselor advised me to count the costs and stay silent. He reminded me, as if I didn’t already know, that Bolinger held all the cards. Not only was he my boss and well-connected, he was beloved by the congregation.


      Meanwhile, the October 1991 news cycle covered the confirmation hearings for Clarence Thomas, a nominee for the Supreme Court. Anita Hill, an attorney who had worked as an assistant to Thomas, testified that he had sexually harassed her.5 I was riveted to the television. Hill’s testimony was brave and eloquent. I didn’t doubt that she spoke the truth and at great cost to herself. When the vote confirmed Thomas anyway, I was flattened. The deck was obviously stacked against a woman who spoke out against a powerful man, no matter how well she spoke. The abuser was rewarded while the woman was vilified.


      I wanted to give up, move back to Minneapolis, and have a do-over. But I feared I would never get another position if I left this one so soon, under a shadow. Besides, I liked our little house—which we’d been able to afford because it stood along a minor highway. We had plans to fence the yard and turn the walk-out basement into a playroom. I longed to see our daughters playing there, safe and carefree. I wanted to provide stability for them and for Doug, who was such a trooper. Beyond that, I was simply driven to succeed. And much about my ministry was successful.


      I felt trapped, a maddening feeling. Even though I knew it was unfair, I lashed out at Doug. How in the world had I become the sole support of a family of four? It was an ugly time for our marriage as the desperation of the situation contaminated every interaction with guilt, blame, and frustration.


    


    

    

      THE AFTERMATH: TAMAR’S STORY


      What happens next is precisely what Tamar predicted would happen. Despite her pleas, Amnon casts her out of his bedchamber:


      

        He called the young man who served him and said, “Put this woman out of my presence, and bolt the door after her.” (Now she was wearing a long robe with sleeves; for this is how the virgin daughters of the king were clothed in earlier times.) So his servant put her out, and bolted the door after her. But Tamar put ashes on her head, and tore the long robe that she was wearing; she put her hand on her head, and went away, crying aloud as she went. (2 Samuel 13:17-19)


      


      Tamar is grieving because she has lost her place within the royal family and society. Her full brother, Absalom, says, “‘Has Amnon your brother been with you? Be quiet for now, my sister; he is your brother; do not take this to heart.’ So Tamar remained, a desolate woman, in her brother Absalom’s house” (2 Samuel 13:20). A traumatized Tamar is banished from the story even as her trauma provides the momentum to escalate events.


      When King David hears about the assault he becomes angry, “but he would not punish his son Amnon, because he loved him, for he was his firstborn” (2 Samuel 13:21). Absalom, son number two, now has a perfect reason to hate his brother. The text doesn’t say, but I speculate that Absalom’s hatred for Amnon springs as much from his rivalrous desire to seize the throne as it does from his concern for his sister.


      Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Absalom really is terribly upset about what Amnon has done to Tamar. The fact is that, in 2 Samuel 13:20, he tells his sister, “Be quiet,” and then in verse 28, he goes on to avenge her assault. Both extremes—shushing her and killing her rapist in bloody revenge—treat Tamar as having no agency. Why should Tamar vanish from the story that is ostensibly about her? Why should the two male characters drive all the action and make all the decisions? Each still holds power while Tamar does not.
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