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For Moriah, who dreamed with me of sisterhood.
I couldn’t have done it without you, Doc.
I know you’re shining, wherever you are.
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INTRODUCTION
IN SEARCH OF SISTAHOOD


Marilynn Griffith

Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there?
Why then is there no healing for the wound of my people?

JEREMIAH 8:22 NIV

I always wanted a sister. My mother had four of them and although they had their differences, those old reel-to-reel movies of them dancing in my aunt’s basement or the knowing smiles they shared across the table at holidays made me crave sisterhood. I sought it first in friends, not knowing really how to value myself, let alone other girls. Back then, people used me to suit their purposes and I used them to suit mine and we called it friendship, knowing that some things we said about other folks when they weren’t around were said behind our backs too. Deep down, we knew that despite our best efforts, we were far from sisters, far from friends.

Still, I desired sisterhood, looking fondly at the sorority girls during college, enraptured by their secret dances and graceful calls. But that wasn’t my road either. When I married a man with a sister, I thought I’d struck gold after sifting through roommates, coworkers, and girls down the street. I’d finally have a sister. But that wasn’t to be either. She was already somebody’s sister. She wasn’t looking for another.

Around that time, I stopped seeking sisterhood and started seeking Jesus. It was a crooked path, like a never-ending treasure map, with God leaving gifts and drawing me to Him, step by step, verse by verse. He asked for everything I had: my daddy hunger, my need for sister love, the guilt, the shame, the confusion. Everything. And I gave it all, with one eyebrow raised, wondering what on earth He’d do with all of that. He was God, true enough, but that was a lot of mess. And I hadn’t even had time to pack it up properly. Jesus took my stuff in trash bags and shoeboxes, old envelopes and yellowed notebooks. He took it all.

In the meantime, I wandered into churches, listening to people being referred to as “Sister So-and-so,” only to have them look at me as though they wanted to run. Me, with my baby carrier and twisted slip, trying to get to Jesus. I wasn’t “sister” material. Slowly, I realized you had to be a member of the church for over thirty years to break into the sisterhood. Well, I didn’t have that kind of time. Still hoping, still hungering for a place to belong, for women to belong to, I moved on.

My journey took me on to other places, other crosses, other “sisters.” This time, they had lace collars and flowered dresses, big hair and sunny smiles. And rules. Lots and lots of rules. But their tea tasted good and they seemed to have this Christian woman thing down to a science, so I stuck around, trying to learn all the rules. It was tough. After a while, I dug out my blue jeans and lipstick and crawled away. Nobody seemed to notice—and those who did notice didn’t want to get in trouble—so with waving hankies and a few “We’ll pray for you”s, I was on my way again.

Around this time though, a strange thing started to happen. Every now and then—often when I least expected it—God would send me what I know now was a sistah, a woman who clicked with me instantly, cared about me, and taught me something new about being friends, about being real. These women came from different backgrounds, but they accepted me into their circles, even when I didn’t fully know how to take part.

When I retreated from them in silence because things were getting too close, they pursued me. When I chased them instead of Jesus so I wouldn’t have to deal with my life, they corrected me. They taught me that sometimes the only way to heal a wounded woman is to break her anew and let things heal correctly, to pull off her scabs and clean out the infection, the pain.

Most of all, these women believed in God with me and for me, moving past the hedge of shame I’d placed around myself. Not only did they listen to me, they did something I didn’t even know I needed.

They told me their stories.

They showed me their scars.

I learned then that every woman needs a safe place to bleed, a quiet place to scream, and friends to dress her wounds. I’d tried bleeding with others before, but those women left more infection than I’d started with. This time was different; there were still rules, but also relationships to go with them. This time I was heard. This time I got whole.

Sistah Who?

So who is a sistah? She’s someone you can take your bra off with. Someone who can see you at your worst. Someone you don’t have to explain things to because she’s been there. She’s someone who’ll come to your aid even if she hasn’t heard from you in ages. She’s funny. She’s serious. She’s loud. She’s quiet. She’s peanut-butter brown. She’s ebony-satin black. She’s pecan tan. She’s alabaster white. She loves people and loves God. She looks different on any given day, but when you meet her, you know her because she’ll listen to your story . . . and tell you hers.

As I began to share my testimony across the country, something unexpected began to happen: I was sharing my friends’ stories too. Everywhere I went, they went with me, either in person or in spirit. New sistahs came also, whispering their tales into the folds of my blouse, sending stories by e-mail, sometimes revealing things they’d never told anyone.

The women in this book have come a long way to meet you. Some of them write under a new name to protect their families. Others speak in their own name to save their lives. They’ve become broken bread and poured out wine and uncovered themselves to be your covering. There is a Bible sistah here too: Tamar, whose life was torn by the hands of her brother. As you read these stories, be comforted if you are afflicted (or afflicted if you are comfortable). Be clothed with the robe of many colors, the garments of praise. Walk with us on a journey past hurt, past shame, past rejection. A journey straight to the heart of God.


Serving Notice

Rosalyn Webb

I see you, I feel you

And at times think that my arms are too short

To reach out to you

But I’ve been where you’ve been

I’ve cried those same tears

Felt those same fears

And I made it through

And just in case we never meet

And you pass by my words on the street

Let them embrace you

Because I wrote this

To let you know that you’re noticed.

Reprinted by permission from To Whom It May Concern, © 2006.


Selecting Your Sistahs

For some of you, reading this book will be a journey you’ll take with God alone, but we’d love you to bring some sistahs along for the ride. The key is figuring out who those women really are. If you’re already in a book club or Bible study, we recommend breaking into smaller groups for safe sharing. If you’ll be traveling with friends, dig into the exercises below before you light a fire and start telling your tales . . .

1. Read Genesis 2:25. Did God create us to live in shame? Explain.

2. Read Psalm 89:45. Did anything happen in your childhood that made you grow up too soon? Do you have safe friends to discuss these experiences with?

3. Read Psalm 34:5. Name up to ten women in your life who keep you looking to the Lord and want to see you shine. If you can’t name any (or enough), where might you discover these women?

4. Select three women from your list of ten above and as you work through the next section of the book, pray about becoming sistahs with them. Let them know about the book and ask them to pray about working through it with you.

5. As for how to go through the book, we recommend you call the study “Twelve Weeks of Truth,” one for each of the chapters. Meetings can include discussion, sharing, using writing to heal or simply discussing the stories from the chapter. Which suggestions appeal to you? What are you most looking to get out of this book?


Seven Things to Consider When Forming Your
SistahFaith Circle

1. Bleed Where It’s Clean. Is this place, this person, a safe place to bleed? Will they point me back to Jesus when I’m done or infect me with their own bitterness?

2. Don’t Bleed to Be Seen. Am I trying to be seen or calling others to be clean? If God calls you to share, it will never be just about you. Don’t tell your testimony to get attention, but rather to release God’s healing power.

3. Stay Safe! The Bible says to be wise as a serpent and gentle as a dove. If your abuser could still harm you and your family in some way, don’t give all the details.

4. Take It Slow. Healing takes time. Don’t try to be spiritual and skip the steps. There is a time to mourn and a time to dance, a time to mend and a time to heal. Take that time and let God lead you to the right places and people to share your testimony with.

5. Lighten Up! Yes, it’s hard to imagine that an abuse story could be humorous or artistic, but it can. If you sing, write poetry, dance, do art . . .use your gifts to tell your story. If you’re a funny person, don’t make light of things, but smile and be honest. Let your light shine!

6. Learn to Listen. Not everyone you share with will have a Tamar story. If these stories are outside your experience, use this time to learn to listen, to really hear the testimonies of the women in your life.

7. Keep It Confidential. While there will come a time when the women in your group will be sharing their testimonies with others, now may not yet be the time. You will hear things that will both amaze you and sadden you, and one reaction will be to share the story with others. Wait until your sistahs are strong enough to speak up with their own voices before you share their stories.

Prayer of Proclamation

Father God, I reject the lies the world has told me about myself. I accept the forgiveness, healing, and friendship only You can offer. Though I’m going to be reaching out to my sistahs, I reach up to You also, crying out with a loud voice. Hear me, O God. Draw me close to You. Bring me safe women, holy women, to hold me and hear me. Help me do and be the same for them. In Jesus’s name, amen.
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CHAPTER ONE
TAMAR, A SISTAH ASHAMED

“But she answered him, ‘No, my brother, do not force me,
for no such thing should be done in Israel.
Do not do this disgraceful thing!’”

2 SAMUEL 13:2 NKJV

As we hear the testimonies of the women in this book, we’ll be hearing the echoes of another woman’s story as well. A story from the Bible. In 2 Samuel 13, there is a story of a rich, famous man with many beautiful, broken children. One of his sons, Amnon loved his half-sister Tamar.

He loved her so much that he made himself sick, though he knew she was a virgin and out of reach. (The fact that she was his half-sister didn’t seem to bother him, but I digress.) At least he cared about something . . . at first, anyway. Then he made the mistake of telling his cousin Jonadab, who the Bible describes as a “crafty man” (probably a “playa” in today’s terms). Cousin J had a plan: Amnon would lie down and pretend to be sick and request Tamar to tend him. Dear old Dad would send little sis to take care of him.

Tamar came right away, hooking up some food and presenting it with a smile. Amnon didn’t take the food. He was hungry for something else. He ordered everyone out of the room. (I have no idea why none of these people in the room couldn’t have fed the old boy, but let’s move on.)

He told Tamar to bring the food into the bedroom. (Hmm . . . he was already lying down. What’s in there, ketchup?) I wonder if her smile faltered by this point, if she was starting to wonder . . . Still it was her brother, and her sick brother at that, so she followed him into the bedroom.

And he took hold of her, the Bible says. I’m not sure how, but it sounds pretty convincing. He told her to come and lie with him.

Despite her pleading (she even told him to ask the king for her hand instead of defiling her), Amnon used his strength to force her and lay with her. This action changed both of their lives forever. Amnon died because of it and Tamar remained in her brother’s house, shut away from her father.

For some of the women in this book, there was a similar moment in their lives, a time when they were violated and covered in shame . . . a shame that only Jesus Christ can take away.


Winter Is Past

by Carlean Smith

My beloved spake, and said unto me, Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away. For, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone . . .

SONG OF SOLOMON 2:10–11 KJV

The Michigan winter held a cold chill that cut through my wool hat and gloves. It was nothing compared to the coldness I saw in his eyes. I curled my fingers into a fist to protect my hands, but I couldn’t protect the rest of me.

My body shook, partly from the cold, but mostly from fear. In the split second since my best friend of fourteen (of our seventeen) years had gotten out of the car, her cousin had gone from good-natured big brother to cold-eyed captor.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked in a small, shaky voice. I looked out the window behind me, watching as my home and place of safety disappeared. I just wanted to go home.

He drove on, in the opposite direction. “Shut up before I throw you out the car,” he said.

I looked for some kind of sign that this was the same person who had brought me and my friend a four-pack of wine coolers. He had ignored us while we sipped and laughed about things that only a seventeen-year-old would think were funny.

Now he was menacing and mean. I was afraid to speak for fear of offending him. We rode in silence down the highway. I curled my body in, my shoulders stooped. I was so scared. What was he going to do to me?

When we got back to his apartment, I was no longer his little cousin’s friend. I was his victim. He came around to my side of the car and grabbed my right arm, daring me to try to run. I looked, in vain, for another soul outside. There was no one out with a blizzard threatening to let loose. What’s going to happen to me? I wondered.

Inside his apartment, there was the musty odor of rotting wood, water damage, and old fried food. Clothes were piled on the floor and furniture. The pale green paint was dirt stained and peeling. We’d reached the place where I’d be robbed of my trust in people, my sense of safety, and my self-worth. This was the place where I’d start to hate myself, though I didn’t know it then.

He released my arm and grabbed my neck, threatening again. “If you don’t want to die tonight, you better take off your clothes and lay down.”

I replied in a tiny voice, “Please, don’t do this to me.”

He looked at me with that same cold stare and pushed me on the mattress and box spring stacked on the floor.

When I got up later, I was a shell of my former self. I was tainted, ruined, and filled with shame.

In my mind, I belittled myself. I’d been too scared to protect my own virtue, too weak to protect my own body. He took me against my wishes and I couldn’t stop him. So much was stolen from me that night. I didn’t have the courage to fight and die for my honor. All I did was cry. All I had were tears.

He looked at me and said, “You were stiff. If you would’ve participated I probably would have fallen in love with you. Look at you, you’re a mess. Fix yourself up so I can take you home.”

I thought that meant I was no longer worthy of love, that no man would ever want me. Not even my rapist wanted me. I was full of hate and unable to forgive myself. I believed it was my fault, that I had somehow caused my assault. I believed I didn’t deserve love.

He took me home in silence. My spirit was broken; my sense of right and wrong was distorted. I reached home, but the carefree girl was left behind on a smelly mattress. I lay on the steps, too weak to make it upstairs. I cried until my mother called my name. I answered her in what I hoped was a normal voice.

“Is that you? Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I lied, and ran to the bathroom. Nausea attacked me with a force as violent as the earlier assault. I made it to the toilet bowl just in time. But I still felt sick, full of secrets I couldn’t tell, for fear that everyone would blame me for letting it happen.

I wish I could say that I found healing and wholeness soon afterward. I didn’t. I spent many years with intimacy problems and being sexually promiscuous. I started to live what I’d mistakenly believed about myself. I dulled the pain with drugs and alcohol. Unworthiness, fear, and self-hatred were my constant companions. I was my own worst enemy and greatest foe.

Then one day I met a man named Jesus who thought I was beautiful. Healing and forgiveness came. Healing for my spirit, that was broken at seventeen years old, and forgiveness for the man who in his own spiritual poverty took me against my will. Forgiveness for me, for not knowing how to protect myself, even though I probably couldn’t have anyway.

These days I’m surrounded by love. My constant companions are the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. My life is peaceful and full of joy. The days of the gray skies are far behind me. My shame has been washed away by the blood of the Lamb. I no longer hide behind a cloak of secrets and fear. I wake each morning to new mercies and more love than I knew was possible. Yet I say a prayer for all the hurting women who haven’t found the healing, sweet love and peace that lie beyond the shame.

Father God, we thank You that winter is past. We praise You for calling us out of the rain and storms. Help us to be redeemed but also real women in this hurting world. In Jesus’s name, amen.


The Kept One

Bunny DeBarge

The LORD bless thee, and keep thee:
The LORD make his face shine upon thee, and be gracious unto thee:
The LORD lift up his countenance upon thee, and give thee peace.

NUMBERS 6:24–26 KJV

I was fifteen years old when I started using drugs, so I needed to go back to that age to find myself emotionally and grow up. I needed to go back and remember things I had covered up with drugs. I needed to seek healing. The little girl in me who called for her mommy needed healing. My mama needed healing too, only I could not heal her and neither could she heal me; only God could do that. Mama did only what she knew how to do and that was to put it in God’s hands and leave it there.

Well, I believe everything is done in seasons and I believe God knows the right season to do it in. He is always in control; we are the only ones who get out of control. He had a plan for my life before I was born. I may have gotten out of it but that does not mean that He stopped the plan. Satan also had a plan for my life. He peeked into the book that God wrote for my life. He saw my destiny and it was in his plan to stop me from making it.

Yes, there was so much that I had not faced and God had it in his plan just how and when to do it. As I am looking back on it, I was never alone, no matter how much I felt I was. He was there then and He is here today to take me through. The key word is “through.” I had many things I needed to deal with: how it felt growing up being a mixed child and the mental and physical abuses we bore from a family member.

I needed to deal with the fact of being sexually molested by that family member and keeping it a secret for years. I needed to deal with my parents’ denial of the sexual abuse ever happening. I needed to deal with living with that denial and how it affected my life, how it caused me to go to drugs in order to numb the pain from it.

I needed to deal with my life with my siblings during and after the abuse, with my life in the church world and most of all my relationship with my God, my life with Motown, my life as a star and my life as a fallen star.

My life was a mess and I needed to go back and find myself if I wanted to live out my destiny. All of these subjects that happened in my life were hidden and I was running from them all. I needed to cry a last cry. I had to go alone without anyone but God really understanding how I was doing it. I took Him with me this time, knowing He was always there anyway.

I was tired of pretending that things did not happen and everything was all right. I was tired of hiding secrets. I was tired of covering wrongs. I was tired of getting up only to fall again. I had to know why and I went to the Author of my book, my God, and I took him back with me and repeated each page of my book until I knew how to let go and what to let go of, when to let go and how to move on.

This is my season. I choose to start from this place in my life and go back in order to go forward. I choose to start here, at the beginning of my story, the story of God keeping a girl when no one else could.

Father God, thank You for keeping me, even when I didn’t know what You were doing. May every woman reading this be blessed with wisdom, courage, and healing by the Holy Spirit. In Jesus’s name, amen.


A Hateful Love

Marilynn Griffith

But she answered him, “No, my brother, do not violate me,
for such a thing is not done in Israel;
do not do this disgraceful thing!”

2 SAMUEL 13:12 NASB

When something is so broken, has always been broken, you begin to wonder when it cracked. Did it all fall off at once or were there little fissures, seams so small that they went unnoticed?

There was a major crack that day, that day when my heart splintered and we left home to go to Grandma’s. Daddy didn’t come. I never saw him again. Captain Kangaroo was there though. Faithful. Consistent. If someone had asked me then who was the best kind of man, I probably would have named the captain or Mr. Rogers. The most reliable guys in my life at the time weren’t real.

Maybe someone should have told me that wasn’t a good sign. Not that I’d have listened. Nothing could silence the man hunger in my belly, the abandonment in my bones. I learned soon enough that some men have a hunger too—a yearning. That yearning is bigger than a crack, worse than a splinter, something like a wrecking ball . . . something that orphaned my girlhood.

The first man, a teenager with an early mustache and full face, lay in wait, ready to swing that wrecking ball. Looking back, he seemed to know that tearing down my walls wouldn’t take much time. He was just a guy from school, not one I paid attention to. When he knocked at the door, it didn’t occur to me to ask how he knew where I lived. So smart, yet so stupid.

“Can I use the phone?” he asked. Needed to call his mother, had to get home. I wasn’t allowed to have company, but wasn’t this different? Someone was in need. If only I’d known what kind of need.

Almost blinded by the pain, I learned quickly about his needs. He smiled like men did on television before they proclaimed their love on soap operas. I did not smile back. I didn’t love him. I really didn’t know what love was beyond Maya Angelou’s poems and my grandmother’s cinnamon rolls. Laying there, saying no and not being heard, I decided love didn’t exist.

Three hours later, my mother came home.

“Did you peel the potatoes?” she asked, ignorant of my demise.

“No.”

She shook her head and gave me the “lazy” look. Another long day had worn her down.

I was tired too. Too tired, too humiliated, too afraid to explain. All I could do was stay on my feet, standing there broken, bleeding, and wondering why she didn’t know, couldn’t see. I somehow identified with the weariness in her voice, realizing not for the first time that she was fighting her own battles and had no eyes left to see mine. Though we did not touch and I did not tell, in that moment I understood her for the first time. I peeled the potatoes and cried myself to sleep.

Two weeks later, the boy came back and took our stereo. I guess my stolen goods didn’t satisfy him. He never spoke to me again. He hated me more than he had loved me, if he had ever loved me at all. Ten years later, as a police officer defined rape to my bleeding friend, I choked back a scream.

That had happened to me, too.

Father God, thank You for Your faithful love. When shame comes knocking, please open the door and let it know that love lives here and there is no one home by that name. In Jesus’s name, amen.


Tamar’s Triumph

Rosalyn Webb

Her legend was left

upon the steps

as she wept.

We are Tamar’s Triumph

Those who have walked down painful roads

Of life

And lived

Those who’ve been took

And still managed to give

Those who were blinded

And had vision restored

To peer into the reality of dreams

Those who defied labels of desolation

And healed to become the wealth of nations

Her legend was left

upon the steps

as she wept.

Reprinted by permission from To Whom It May Concern, © 2006 Rosalyn Webb.



Twelve Weeks of Truth
—Week One


“For where two or three come together in my name,
there am I with them.”

MATTHEW 18:20 NIV

Whether you’ve decided to work through this book on your own or among a group of sistahs, we applaud you. Digging deep into your past takes work, effort. As you move forward, know that you’re already among a group of friends, seen or unseen. We’re all in this together.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Which of the stories in this chapter sparked the greatest response in you? What about it was memorable for you? If that woman had been your friend, how would you have helped her, heard her?

2. If you haven’t already, read 2 Samuel 13 and discuss what happened to Tamar. Do you have a Tamar tale of your own? If you don’t, how can you support the other sistahs in the group without letting it turn into a pity party?

3. One of the biggest problems people have with the church is hypocrisy. Your assignment this week is to begin writing your real testimony—and not the “Blessed Assurance” version either. Get a notebook and list three events (good or bad) that were turning points in your life. Choose from those and write for ten minutes about the event. Close your entry with a prayer for all involved, including yourself.

Father God, give us the endurance to make it to the end of this study. May we make lifelong friends here. In Jesus’s name, amen.





CHAPTER TWO
A SISTAHOOD OF SCARS

But he was pierced for our transgressions,
he was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment that brought us peace was upon him,
and by his wounds we are healed.
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