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The following is excerpted from Section V: “Moving Forward”
Creating Safe Spaces in the Church
Survivors of abuse have found the world to be an unsafe place. Part of the process of healing involves finding safe spaces where they can share their story and find a community that can foster their healing. Abused people are often traumatized.
Traumatized people feel utterly abandoned, utterly alone, cast out of the human and divine systems of care and protection that sustain life. Thereafter, a sense of alienation, of disconnection, pervades every relationship, from the most intimate familial bonds to the most abstract affiliations of community and religion.
 

Many survivors struggle with post-traumatic stress disorder.  For children being abused, and for most women who are abused by their partners, life goes on even as the abuse is happening. This period of disjuncture – when people at work, at school and at church are treating you normally and yet you are in crisis inside – is very damaging. There can be a profound disconnection between the community and the survivor; a lack of trust, a feeling that they are not safe. 

Many survivors feel profoundly alienated from God. Many survivors leave the church because they feel God abandoned them. They feel anger that God did not prevent the abuse and/or they feel despair, that God does not care. Survivors in the church are often encouraged to draw on their Christian faith to restore their sense of safety. However basic theological tenets can be problematic for survivors, as many feminist theologians have observed. 

Participation in a basic Christian ritual such as communion can raise red flag issues for survivors; first requiring belief in a God who sacrificed his own son, communion as symbolic eating of flesh and blood, the call to suffer like Jesus, and the necessity of forgiving others before one partakes. These beliefs can all make the church a very unsafe place. It becomes a home that is full of danger rather than comfort.

Yet some survivors are persistent, and keep coming to church. They are hopeful that the church will be a home for them, where they can discover new relationships that are trustworthy. Sometimes the church does not live up to their expectations.

Abuse:  Not a Housekeeping Issue

For many years, people within the church refused to admit abuse happened in Christian homes. There has been a gradual shift towards recognizing that abuse happens within the church, and how this has profound and lasting effects not only on the survivor but on the whole community.

However, in spite of an intellectual understanding that abuse happens in the church, when faced with the reality of a respected member of the church who is abusive, there is often widespread disbelief and minimizing of the abusive behavior. The survivor’s story is doubted or minimized and supporters of the survivors are treated with suspicion. Safety for the survivor is not the highest priority. In these situations the church is not a safe place, and the survivor and their supporters often leave the church. 

For survivors who share a story of abuse where the person who offended is outside the congregation, support is sometimes more forthcoming. It is simply easier to be supportive of the survivor without the difficult task of having to doubt the morality of someone you know, love and trust.

Some survivors want to share their story in the church. Yet how the church responds to the story can be a hurtful process for the survivor. People in the church may forget to whom the story belongs. The story can sometimes be treated as public knowledge, breaking rules of confidentiality. Sometimes leaders may pressure the survivor to share the story in a large group setting. This can be very painful: 

Years ago I told my small group that I had been sexually abused. I showed them the paper I had written that I wanted to use to disclose [the abuse] to the church, and they said, "We can't allow you to use the words sexually abused."  It would have been acceptable to say perceived sexual abuse. I had to go to a counsellor to get some power behind my words.

Church members may want to hear details, but they may feel uncomfortable if too many details are shared; the survivor is often put into a catch-22 situation. 

Survivors should be the decision-makers regarding their level of participation in any given community. A single-minded approach, such as the church thinking that there is one right way to handle abuse or prescribing a course of action, does not take into account the importance of choice as an integral part of the healing journey for the survivor.

Survivors need long-term support, and they often fail to get it from the church. This happens for a number of reasons. People get tired; they cannot sustain the effort of support, often because they thought the survivor would “get over it” quicker. Survivors have strong emotions such as rage or suicidal feelings that the church is not used to dealing with openly. When the survivor doesn’t seem to heal as fast as some people think she should, she can be blamed for “hanging on to her anger.”

The metaphor of housekeeping describes this situation. In some congregations, survivors are seen as something out of order, something wrong. People are concerned about this and they offer support because they want to tidy up the problem, perhaps with the help of a professional. More than anything, they want everything to be back to normal, the way it was before the abuse. When the survivor is “resistant” to change, then something else has to happen. The something else is usually that the survivor is edged out of the church so that the problem goes away. Sometimes the survivor submerges the pain and stays, but more often they look elsewhere for a home.

By focusing on the survivor as the one who is a problem that can be fixed, churches do not have to look at how abuse has damaged the whole community, nor the way the community has fostered the abuse.  "A crime such as child sexual abuse is not only a private violation. It represents a tear in the fabric of the community's integrity and life. Communities of faith who choose to witness to truth, accountability, justice, and healing help to restore not only the victim but the integrity of our society itself."
 

It is, of course, easier to look at surface issues (housekeeping), and hope that everything can return to normal. For the survivor, unfortunately, life can never be normal again. They will never return to a state as if the abuse did not happen. Healing does not mean forgetting about the abuse, it means accepting it, working through the pain, and moving on as a wounded but hopefully stronger person. 

Why does the congregation refuse to embrace the suffering person as a member of their group?  What are they afraid of?  Like the biblical story of the rich man viewing the suffering man Lazarus at his gate, people are afraid. Jean Vanier writes, 

I suspect that we exclude Lazarus because we are frightened that our hearts will be touched if we enter into a relationship with him. If we listen to his story and hear his cry of pain we will discover that he is a human being. We might be touched by his broken heart and by his misfortunes....it is dangerous to enter into a relationship with the Lazaruses of our world. If we do, we risk our lives being changed.
 

Really hearing the survivor's story would mean that we would have to re-examine the dangers in our community, and admit that everyone is vulnerable. 

Listening to stories of women who have been abused means hearing about power and powerlessness, privilege and disparity. It may mean having to give up the myth that we live in an egalitarian society. Instead, we would see that our gender, our age, the colour of our skin, our economic status, our sexual orientation, or our disabilities can influence whether we are treated fairly or not. Many people cope with life by blocking out these dangerous realities. Blaming or shunning the survivor is one way that we fend off the fear that we are vulnerable to harm.

Homemaking is a Hard Job!

Congregations who genuinely try to provide a place of safety, or a home, for survivors of abuse usually experience upheaval. For some in the church, examining the structures underlying abusiveness leads to critique of both social and theological norms. "Doctrines, ideas and practices that may hitherto have been central to orthodox Christianity, for example, concepts of atonement, forgiveness and so on, may have to be displaced, dismembered, re-membered or re-cast if they are to have a role in anti-abusive religion."
 

This process of reconstructing theology can be described as depriving abuse of the "oxygen of  theological meaning."
 There is a change in the congregation as they become sensitized to life with the survivor. They start listening to sermons, prayers, hymns and Sunday school lessons with the ears of a survivor. They ask, "How would this particular statement sound to the ears of someone who has been abused?"
  

Upheaval happens because not everyone is willing to take this critical journey. Some people in the church ask,  "Why do we need a sexual abuse policy in the church?  Why do we need to screen volunteers?"   Some prefer to leave, feeling that the "abuse issue" had been blown way of proportion, and that the church had become a "one issue" church.  Others find the process exhausting, but are committed out of love for the survivor. Most people do not realize at the beginning of the journey how long healing takes. Years into the process of supporting a survivor, people remark on how they did not realize that the journey would change them so profoundly. Not all congregations are changed so profoundly by providing support. Some survivors choose to tell their story only to a few people who form a support group. 

Homemaking for a survivor of abuse can take many forms. A church can begin by including prayers for survivors in congregational prayers. A minister can receive training on survivor issues. Bible study can focus on texts that talk about violence against women. Pamela Cooper-White suggests that "...a congregation that is educated and sensitized is a powerful witness to the larger themes that affect the survivor's life. Just having such a context, even if not one word of her individual story is ever told, can be tremendously healing."
 If the congregation presents itself as a place where abuse is recognized, and not tolerated, survivors may feel more willing to identify themselves. 

Homemaking for the survivor involves justice-making [see the next section]. It can also take practical forms. Homemaking can consist of financial help to cover the cost of counselling, or it may involve offering child-care, preparing meals or doing laundry. It can mean accompanying a survivor to court, or being available for phone calls when anxiety strikes. It can involve making sure that services in the church are sensitive to patriarchal biases, and challenging the hierarchical power imbalances in the church that may foster abusive situations. It can mean acknowledging that the nuclear family with the mother, father and children is not the only acceptable model for the Christian family. 

Creating a home for survivors is hard work. It’s relational. It’s open to failure. It’s not always a straightforward process. Even in congregations that are the most successful in providing a home for survivors, there is still anger, misunderstandings and hurt feelings. Churches create a home not by being perfect, but by their level of commitment to trying to create that home together. 

Survivors who have been shaped by trauma may feel in recovery that they are refugees entering a new country, "They must build a new life within a radically different culture from the one they have left behind."
 The church can be that new home for survivors, but only if members are willing to risk examining their community with new eyes.

In literature about abuse, too often it can sound like being open to survivors is something that we do "for them". However, it is important to look at the transformation that happens in the congregation's spirituality. For example, what does it mean to be a community that closes our eyes to the pain of people?  How does that diminish us?  By closing ourselves to relationships with hurting people, we close off our opportunities to live and grow. A spirituality that is evidenced by homemaking, finding safe spaces for each other, is ironically a spirituality that precisely involves opening ourselves up to pain and danger; "...our vocation can never be simply to create safety but rather to take the risks involved in standing with those in danger, thereby putting ourselves in danger as well."
     

Working to end violence against women is a task to which the church is called. Doing that in community, through supportive congregations, makes sense. The church as a safe environment embracing even its most wounded members—that sounds like home.
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