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Praise for
Recovering from Religious Abuse

“Those who proclaim to come ‘In the name of God’ . . . should offer a message of truth in love. But not every leader does. Some hurt rather than heal. For those who have been pained by religious abuse—and it does happen—Recovering from Religious Abuse offers stirring thoughts, hope, and inspiration toward real ‘freedom in Christ.’”

—Dr. Tim Clinton
President, American Association of Christian Counselors

“There is good news for those who turn away from God because of their experience of hurt and pain at the hands of Christian leaders and others in the body of Christ. The God of the universe, who loves and cares for us, should not be confused with those who have misrepresented Him. This practical and insightful book, Recovering from Religious Abuse, has been written to help you heal from the wounds you have received. Out of the caldron of personal experience, Jack Watts shares the insights of his journey in an easy-to-follow, yet powerful format. Follow the 91-day plan—one day at a time—and your life will be transformed in amazing ways. I highly recommend this book to those who have been wounded, as well as to the counselors who assist them.”

—Joseph A. Kloba, Ed.D.
Provost & Chief Academic Officer
Professor of Counseling Psychology
Palm Beach Atlantic University

“The healing journey for those wounded by trusted spiritual leaders can be daunting. Clearly Jack has walked this road and blazed a trail for those who will follow.”

—June Hunt
Founder, CEO & CSO
Hope for the Heart

“I began my journey of recovery from drug and alcohol addiction in February of 1971. I began my recovery from religious abuse in 1978. I wish I would have had this book then. I have spent many years helping people find recovery from their hurts, habits, and hang-ups. During these years I have always looked for material that addresses the issues from both a clinical and a biblical perspective. Jack Watts has done that with this book. He also negotiates the fine line between showing compassion to the victimized (honor the struggle) and encouraging them to develop a victim mentality. If you have experienced this type of abuse, you are in danger of confusing God with the abuser. This recovery program will allow you to discover who God truly is in the person of Jesus Christ, without the baggage of the abuse. I heartily recommend this to fellow strugglers.”

—Dr. Daryl Pitts, D. Min.
Pastor, Thomas Road Baptist Church
Adjunct Professor, Liberty University

“I’ve often heard it said that Christianity is the only army that shoots its wounded. For those of you who feel like you’ve been ‘shot,’ let me recommend Recovering from Religious Abuse. This practical, insightful book has been written to help you heal from the wounds you’ve received. It’s a book that can help you regain your sense of purpose and be everything God created you to be.”

—Matt Barnhill
Former Vice President, Rapha Treatment Centers
Care Ministries Pastor, Riverpoint Church

“Do you remember how joyful and hopeful you were when you first believed? That seems like a long time ago, doesn’t it? This is especially true for those who have been wounded within Christendom—wounded by people they once trusted. That’s why Recovering from Religious Abuse is such an important book. By working the 11 steps, disillusioned Christians can regain their sense of joy and purpose. It’s a book every Christian should have in his or her bookcase.”

—Orlando P. Peccora, MD

“Religious abuse is far more prevalent than most of us could ever imagine. Month after month during our Healing for the Nations Intensive Retreats, we see a number of people who struggle with the issue. Jack does a great job of presenting a recovery program that enables people to experience Jesus—seeing God for who He really is—not through the distorted lens abuse so often creates. This material is honest and real and encourages that kind of relationship with God. It is refreshing to see his understanding of clinical issues combined with discipleship and pastoral care. This material isn’t focused on a victim mentality but, rather, victory in Christ. It offers more than just recovery; it offers growth, healing, and new life!”

—Rujon W. Morrison
Cofounder, Healing for the Nations

“Where do you turn when you’ve been wounded by a Christian leader? For those who have been abused—either verbally, emotionally, socially, financially, or sexually—you can turn to Recovering from Religious Abuse, which has been written specifically with you in mind. Jack’s tough, no-nonsense approach is precisely what you may need to put your painful past behind you and move forward successfully with your life.”

—Jim Baird
Director, B&H Academic
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 I have heard it said Christianity is the only army that shoots its wounded. Like most aphorisms, this insight is right on target. Recovering from Religious Abuse is dedicated to the millions of Christian casualties, wounded by fellow believers.
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FOREWORD


In the twenty-first century, the church’s focus is on experiencing and connecting more than on anything else. This focus creates significant problems.

While at church, a person’s experiences provide pleasant memories but little true knowledge of God. Through connecting with other church people, a person is exposed to those who profess Christianity, but this type of association doesn’t necessarily reveal much about God’s true nature. Thus, attending church becomes a pleasant practice for many but has little substantive value.

Because of this shallow foundation, the church often acts like a dysfunctional family—with church leaders abusing those they profess to help. Leaders usually interpret what they do through “religious speak,” which, in their own minds, exonerates them from any negative wrongdoing. This attitudes drives many away from church and away from God.

None of us lives well without God’s being an integral part of our lives, which is especially true when we make the mistake of confusing other Christians with God—when we idolize those who profess to speak for Him. This kind of religious confusion occurs when people look to religious leaders for truth rather than to God.

This much-needed book is practical and, at the same time, goes straight to the place in a person’s life where the heartache began. Recovering from Religious Abuse can be a tremendous help to those who still ache from abuse but yearn for a real, substantive relationship with God.

If we are to have the relationship with God that we yearn for, we must correct the problem abuse creates at the source. Sometimes we can go through long periods without realizing how much we need to hear from God. We can either go to Him to lead us through our difficult days, or we can go to others for help. We can utilize our own intellect, leaving God out of the process completely, or we can turn to Him. Unfortunately, due to religious abuse, many refuse to trust God, making their problems even worse.

For example, if I asked you if you have thoughts you don’t want to think but which you thought anyway, you would probably say, “Yes, I have had those thoughts.” If this condition is true of you—and it probably is—you have given your mind authority to think certain negative thoughts. Only God can destroy those thoughts. If you do not trust Him, you have no chance to control what you think.

If you’ll recall, Satan’s goal with Adam and Eve was to separate them from God by telling Eve that God was unfair. Many Christians find themselves unwittingly aiding Satan’s same goal today by exalting an image of God that is much more consistent with Satan than with God. Many of these Christians are leaders in the church.

Satan knows you are an easy target when you separate yourself from dependence on your heavenly Father. I have seen this scenario many times in the lives of those who have gone through satanic ritual abuse. The messages repeated over and over again by those tormenting these individuals—even when they were small children—were these:

• God does not really care for you.

• You have been ruined and will never be acceptable to God.

• God enjoys seeing you suffer.

• You cannot count on God.

Isn’t it interesting that the results of religious abuse are the same as the goals of satanic ritual abuse?

When a person experiences religious abuse, one of the common results is stress. When stress takes over, sleep becomes a problem. Anger or sadness also becomes exaggerated. Depression slows thinking and responsiveness to a crawl. It is no wonder that Jesus asked us to cast our cares upon Him—even the difficulties created by religious abuse.

Religious abuse is always legalistic and involves condemnation. Despite the clear teaching of Scripture—that there is to be “no condemnation” to those in Christ Jesus (see Romans 8:1)—the practitioners of religious abuse use condemnation as one of their primary tools. While accepting condemnation, the abused person doesn’t believe he or she is worthy of God’s love, care, and protection.

Practitioners of religious abuse can be, on the one hand, very religious—pridefully so—while on the other hand rejecting the true message of salvation. They want to have the role of the Holy Spirit but bring a message that is anti-Christian. Instead of focusing on Christ and His forgiveness for your lifetime of sins, they want you to focus on them and what they tell you is acceptable or not.

They replace Christ with themselves. If you follow them, you will find yourself far removed from any experience of God’s love and care for you.

If this is what has happened to you or to someone you care about, Recovering from Religious Abuse can help you get back on track. It can help you restore meaning and purpose to your life. It can point you back to God.

There is a story about a man who lived under a bridge for many years. His existence was painfully limited. One day he died, and those taking care of his funeral discovered his parents had left him a large inheritance, which had been available to him for many years. This question was asked at that point: “Was he a rich man or a poor man?” The answer was: “He was a rich man who had lived like a poor man most of his life.”

The goal of religious abuse is to keep you living poorly—even though you should live richly because of your Father in heaven. Recovering from Religious Abuse will help you see how you’ve been led astray. More important, it will help you correct your course. It will help you be the person God created you to be. I recommend it wholeheartedly.

Robert S. McGee
Author, The Search for Significance



PREFACE


Writing Recovering from Religious Abuse required a little more than a year, but developing the 11 steps has necessitated a lifetime. Based on my own agonizing personal experience and that of others, each step has been carefully constructed to maximize the healing process for those who choose to do the work.

America is full of people who have experienced abuse of one kind or another. Because religious abuse also calls into question a person’s relationship with God, it is particularly devastating. It’s also the least discussed. That’s why I’ve written Recovering from Religious Abuse. I want to help those who have been wounded by the church—by those who have chosen to use their positions of authority to use, abuse, and discard their fellow believers.

Most discarded Christians lead half-lives, consumed with pain, anger, shame, and bitterness. They question whether the best years of their lives have already passed, hoping they haven’t but suspecting they have. They are prone to depression and to acting-out behaviors, including overeating, overspending, alcoholism, promiscuity, and many others.

The message I’ve tried to convey in Recovering from Religious Abuse is that the negative assessment given by an abuser, which becomes accepted and internalized as true, is a lie. God still loves abused people as much as ever—perhaps more. They can once again experience love, joy, kindness, and serenity—not just occasionally but routinely. The way is easy, but the work is challenging. Just like anything of value in life, the abused person has to work for it.

If this has been your experience and you want to regain the joy of your salvation, you can. Recovering from Religious Abuse can help you achieve your goal. In a very short time—91 days—you can become stronger than you ever thought possible, devoid of the chains that have imprisoned you since your abusive experience. I’m not guessing about this. I know it’s true.

My hope is that you will work the steps and become everything God ever intended you to be. You can do it. God is on your side, and with Him as your ally, what’s to stop you?



BEFORE YOU GET STARTED




 Have I Been Religiously Abused?


What Is Religious Abuse?


Religious abuse is the mistreatment of a person by someone in a position of spiritual authority, resulting in the diminishing of that person’s sense of well-being and growth—both spiritually and emotionally.

This spiritual authority is used to manipulate others for personal gain or to achieve a personal agenda, thereby harming that person’s walk with God.

It can also be defined as any misuse of Scripture that harms a person’s relationship with God—like the damage resulting from cult involvement.


A Self-Assessment Exercise


Have you experienced religious abuse? If so, how significant has it been? The following exercise will help you determine for yourself.

After reading each statement, simply circle the appropriate number on the ten-point scale. Try not to spend too much time on any one statement. Choose the first response that comes to your mind. Your gut reaction is usually the best.

Even if your abuse has been significant, there’s hope for you. You can overcome the wounding you’ve experienced and become everything you’re capable of being.

1. I have stopped going to church because someone in the ministry wounded me.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

2. Although mistreated by someone in the ministry, I still go to church, but I simply go through the motions.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

3. I believe God is displeased with me for leaving my church.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

4. I believe most Christians are hypocrites.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

5. Yes, a church leader has abused me.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

6. I feel unworthy to pray.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

7. I have been verbally abused by someone in the ministry.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

8. I have been sexually abused by someone in the ministry.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

9. I have been financially abused by someone in the ministry.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

10. I have been emotionally abused by a religious experience.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

11. I feel a sense of shame around religious people.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

12. I feel used by religious people.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

13. I believe religious people condemn me.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

14. I am angry with God.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

15. I feel unworthy to reach out to God.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

16. There is more to life than I’m experiencing.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

17. I would like to feel closer to God, but I don’t believe it’s possible.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

18. Life has no meaning.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

19. Sometimes I wonder if I have a drinking problem.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

20. Sometimes I wonder if I abuse prescription drugs.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

21. Sometimes I wonder if I have a problem with pornography.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

22. Sometimes I don’t believe God loves me.

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1     0

Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree

Now that you’ve finished, add your total score.

• If you circled 7 or higher on any statement, Recovering from Religious Abuse can help you.

• If your total score is between 101 and 129, this book will help you.

• If you score 130 or above, you definitely need Recovering from Religious Abuse.

• If you score above 150, your need for Recovering from Religious Abuse is significant.


Four Personal Accounts of Religious Abuse


Religious abuse occurs frequently and can happen to anyone—regardless of gender, religious affiliation, or time of life. Most abuse is inadvertent—not intended to inflict permanent damage to a person. This is not the type of religious abuse we deal with in Recovering from Religious Abuse. Throughout this book, our focus is squarely upon those who use their positions of authority to abuse others, which makes it particularly devastating to the recipient. These leaders believe they have the authority and the right to do so. They believe they are entitled to treat others the way they do.

The consequences of their abusiveness are frequently catastrophic—nearly as devastating as when a parent tells a child that he or she is unloved and unwanted. Sadly, even little children can experience religious abuse at a time when they are the most vulnerable and impressionable. The negative imprint upon a child can last a lifetime, diminishing the recipient’s self-worth. If unchecked, it can lessen a person’s lifelong accomplishments.

Religious abuse is devastating because it nearly always brings the recipient’s relationship with God into question. Either directly or indirectly, the abuser states or implies that the person’s connection to God is flawed, making the abusee feel alienated—a person with diminished value, a person unworthy of God’s love and care. Being estranged from God is like being estranged from a loving parent: no good comes from it.

To give you a better understanding—a better feel—for what religious abuse really is, four examples will be given: one from a small boy, one from an altar boy, one from a young man just beginning to make his way in the world, and one from a man going through a proverbial midlife crisis. Each is an example of a religious authority figure’s using his position of power to abuse someone in his charge.

My own personal experiences with religious abuse are woven throughout all these stories, except for the one about the sexually abused altar boy. All are written in the first-person voice, showing the deeply personal nature of these abuses. After reading these accounts, perhaps you’ll have a clearer picture of what religious abuse really is.

EXAMPLE ONE

Newton, Massachusetts: I grew up in the suburbs of Boston, the second of four children in an Irish-Catholic family. Being a good Catholic, I went to Mass every Sunday and each holy day of obligation, which meant I was in church at least sixty times a year. Some of my earliest memories are of being in church. Part of my education was in a Catholic school, which was challenging academically and good for me. Dealing with the nuns and priests, who were positioned as intermediaries between God and me, however, was difficult and not at all beneficial.

How they dealt with me has had an impact upon how I perceive God, which has influenced my entire life. I’m not alone; there are millions of Catholic kids like me who have their own stories to tell—many of which are much worse than mine.

One incident in particular had a profound impact on me. It was the day of my First Holy Communion when I was just seven years old. For months, all the girls and boys from my Communion class practiced going to the altar rail, kneeling down, holding our heads back, opening our mouths, and sticking out our tongues. When we did, the priest would put the Communion wafer on our tongues, say something that I couldn’t understand, and move on to the next kid.

It sounds simple enough, but its execution on that fateful day was anything but simple. We were told—harshly, repeatedly, and in no uncertain terms—that we were to close our mouths immediately when the host was placed on our tongues.

The priest said, “You don’t want to drop Jesus on the floor, do you?” He went on to tell us this was a sacrilege—a mortal sin—that would send us to hell. This, of course, terrified me as a seven-year-old. I can still feel the cold chill of fear from his words more than half a century later. His harsh admonition wasn’t accurate Catholic teaching, but I didn’t know it.

Although I was little, I remember trying to look at the wafer as the priest held it up. I wanted to see Jesus’ face in it, but I never could. It didn’t look like Him, and it didn’t look like any part of a human being I had ever seen before either. Nevertheless, it was His body, and I was scared to death of dropping Jesus on the floor.

When the eventful day arrived, each girl was dressed in white, and all the boys, including me, wore white suits, white clip-on ties, and white gloves. Everything we wore that day was white, signifying purity—girls and boys. There were at least one hundred kids making their First Holy Communion that day, which seemed to excite the parents much more than it did any of us.

We sat up front away from our families—the boys on the right side of the aisle, the girls on the left. Sitting beside me was Jerry Callahan, who was a little goofy on his best day and slightly retarded on his worst. Because he was on my right, sitting right next to me, he was in line to receive Communion immediately before me.

On schedule, we were ushered to the rail by a nun. Each of us knelt precisely as we were instructed. When the priest came to Jerry, he didn’t open his mouth as wide as he was supposed to. This irritated the priest, who spoke very sternly to him. Scared, Jerry started to whimper. Exasperated, the priest put the host on Jerry’s partially protruding tongue, hoping all would go well.

Then the unthinkable happened: Jerry let the wafer drop from his mouth. Jesus landed on the floor right before my eyes. Aghast, the priest hurriedly grabbed the wafer, scraped up all the crumbs beside it, and put it in his own mouth, which really surprised me. After that, he rose quickly, gave Jerry a look of pure hate, and slapped him right across the face. It was a hard slap, and Jerry screamed from shock and pain.

As this drama was unfolding, Jerry’s mother rushed forward to retrieve her child, who was now hysterical—screaming at the top of his lungs. As she arrived, she looked up at the priest and said, “I’m so sorry, Father.” With that, she clutched her son, put a protective arm around his shoulder, and led him out of the church. I can still remember his receding sobs—as every adult looked at Jerry with contemptuous smirks.

The priest then turned his focus on me with defiant eyes, daring me to make a mistake. I was close to wetting my pants with fear, but I didn’t. I did exactly as I was supposed to do. Because I was so afraid, however, my mouth was bone dry, and Jesus stuck to the roof of my mouth and wouldn’t dissolve. It might as well have been peanut butter. Kids weren’t allowed to talk with Jesus in their mouths, and we couldn’t chew Him either. It was a sin. It took at least thirty minutes for Jesus to dissolve, and the Mass was long over before I could open my mouth and say a word.

The next year, Jerry died of a brain aneurysm. Because he was so traumatized by the priest’s actions that day, he never was allowed to make his First Holy Communion. This meant he couldn’t go to heaven, which saddened me. It’s also why I have such a vivid memory of the incident so long after it occurred.

This episode solidified my fear of God or, more accurately, my terror of Him. I saw God as cold, hateful, impersonal, petty, and mean-spirited. He was punitive—just like the priest who gave me Communion that day. This twisted my perspective about God for years.

Everybody believed the priest had a right to do this, and nobody protested—not even Jerry’s mother. Catholics were terrified of their priests—men who wielded unquestioned authority over the people in their parish. I can still feel the terror, which went deeper into my soul than the sacrament.

This incident was not isolated. It was routine in Roman Catholicism before Vatican II. If you think I’m wrong, just ask any Catholic who was raised during this era. Nearly every one of us has a story to tell about an abusive priest or nun. There are millions of stories to tell.
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Each day in this 11-step plan includes a daily read-
ing, a prayer, journaling guidance, and scriptures for
reflection. Topics include ...

~ Progress, not perfection

- Becoming who you really are

~ The negative power of self-pity

~ Repairing your relationship with God
~ The purpose behind the pain

- and much more

If you are tired of living in fear, shame, and defeat—
if you are ready for a change—spend just ten to
twenty minutes a day for the next ninety-one days,
and you'll discover a new vision of hope and healing
for your future.





