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What is Spiritual Abuse?

Spiritual Abuse has multiple facets and in its more severe forms shares characteristics with child or spousal abuse.  It can range from those relatively painless (yet annoyingly obnoxious) emails ordering us to “forward this to everyone in your address book” in order to prove that we are true Christians, to legalistic church practices, to actual physical or sexual violence in the name of Christianity or religion, with many nuances and variations in between.  Some types of spiritual abuse have been institutionalized in churches (legalistic denominations or individual churches), religious systems (cults) or religion-based parenting or relationship systems (Ezzo, Pearls).  Spiritual abuse is subtle, insidious and destructive.  The lies being presented as truth by people with perceived authority attach themselves to our own negative self-talk, to partial truths from Scripture, and to genuine desires to do the right thing and to please God.  Spiritual abuse steals believers’ joy in their relationship with Jesus Christ and exchanges it for heavy burdens.  The ultimate result of abuse in a Christian context can be a complete rejection of Christ because He has been so heartlessly misrepresented.  At the very least it wounds people and makes open, honest fellowship unsafe.

The Watchman Expositor
 website defines spiritual abuse as: “…the misuse of a position of power, leadership, or influence to further the selfish interests of someone other than the individual who needs help. Sometimes abuse arises out of a doctrinal position. At other times it occurs because of legitimate personal needs of a leader that are being met by illegitimate means. Spiritually abusive religious systems are sometimes described as legalistic, mind controlling, religiously addictive, and authoritarian.”
 
The authors of The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse, state it this way:  “It is possible to become so determined to defend a spiritual place of authority, a doctrine or a way of doing things that you wound and abuse anyone who questions, or disagrees, or doesn’t “behave’ spiritually the way you want them to.  When your words and actions tear down another, or attack or weaken a person’s standing as a Christian – to gratify you, your position or your beliefs while at the same time weakening or harming another – that is spiritual abuse.  … People’s needs go unmet.
  

So how might this look in a person’s life?  First of all, spiritual abuse does not only happen to spiritually immature people.  It is also not limited to women.  It can happen to anyone and feeds on our desire to please God and other people.  Many, if not most of us, have some shame-based relationships in our past which can predispose us to getting sucked into abusive situations. Johnson and VanVonderen refer to the following seven characteristics of shame-based relationships
:

1. Out-loud shaming (name-calling, put-downs and being compared to others resulting in a negative view of oneself –and others)

2. Focus on performance (need to live up to expectations or standards in order to be accepted)

3. Manipulation (powerful ‘unspoken’ rules; keep secrets, don’t make waves, insincere politeness and triangulation rather than direct communication)

4. Idolatry (deriving our value and acceptance from appearance or what people think rather than God)

5. Preoccupation with fault and blame (the system is set up to ensure performance.  Confession is about knowing who to blame, not forgiveness and reconciliation)

6. Obscured reality (denial of any thoughts, opinions or emotions that vary from “normal” as established by the system.  No point of reference for other versions of “normal”.)

7. Unbalanced interrelatedness (enmeshment or neglect; rules instead of people; expectation that not only are we each responsible for keeping others happy we are also able to do so.)

How many of us can relate to one or more of these areas?  Obviously the more of these that have been present in our lives, the greater our vulnerability to being caught in the trap of spiritual, or other abuse.  Given the fact that abuse tends to attach itself to one’s own negative, below the radar, self-talk and even to the desire to be godly women or men, people in abuse situations often need an outside perspective to help them see what is happening.  That coupled with the fact that the concept of spiritual abuse is not well-known means that it is not suspected even when people “know” that something is not right in a relationship.  Thus it is very important that men and women in ministry learn its signs and symptoms in order to prevent it as well as to shine God’s light into situations where darkness has a hold.   

Some of the steps in an abusive situation are:  A person expresses a need (to receive counseling, to serve or to be part of the fellowship).  The person in authority wrongly interprets their position of authority as being unquestionable:  ‘I’m the authority and you shouldn’t question me.  If you do, you are wrong and you are now the problem.’  

In talking to several people who have experienced varying degrees of spiritual abuse some common denominators emerged.  First of all the situation began well and some time passed before they realized something was wrong.  Usually they had some misgivings about a behavior or practice of a person or institution but didn’t act on any immediate red flags.  Uncomfortable situations might be chalked up to a personality quirk of the person perpetrating the abuse.  It might be described as:  He or she is a bit tightly wound, or high maintenance, or has a temper or ego problem.  And given that we are to love each other in the body and not be judgmental, we just let the behaviors slide.  As time goes on, we have invested more and more in the situation.  We tell ourselves that we just need to show more humility or that although the other person is acting in hurtful or unbiblical ways, if we continue in the situation, maybe we can help bring about change.  And so we stay and stay and stay in spite of progressively more hurtful actions against us or others.  Escape is not easy.

What is the real picture of God that someone suffering spiritual abuse needs to know? 

Although the use of the term spiritual abuse is relatively new, the problem is not and the Bible has much to say about it.   A key component in spiritual abuse is power posturing.  This means that leaders put a lot of time and effort into highlighting their authority and making sure others know about it as well.  “This is necessary because their spiritual authority isn’t real – based on genuine godly character – it is postured.”
  When someone is a true Christian leader they won’t have to spend time convincing others of their power and authority.  As Matthew 7: 28-29 says, “When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law.”
  A true leader’s authority and spiritual credibility are demonstrated in her or his life and message.  Their ministries will be noted for shepherding and freeing people rather than trapping and manipulating them.    

Jesus modeled and taught this kind of leadership while he was on earth.  Matthew 20:25-28 says,   “Jesus called them together and said, "You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them.  Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave-- just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."
It is exceedingly unfortunate, and just plain evil that spiritual abuse happens in churches, organizations and relationships that claim to be followers of Jesus Christ.  In Disappointment with God, Philip Yancey describes how the all-powerful Son of God, Jesus, chose not to wield his power either to bring us into the kingdom or to wipe out all evil doers.  “…he desires what power can never win.  He is a king who wants not subservience, but love.  Thus, rather than mowing down Jerusalem, Rome and every other worldly power, he chose the slow, hard way of Incarnation, love and death.”
   When Jesus used his power, it was to show love and meet the needs of a hurting world, not to obligate submission and obedience or to inflict more hurt.  His desire today is still that of love and meeting needs..

The Bible cites several cases of spiritual abuse in both the Old and New Testaments. God is angered by it and aches for his people when it happens.  In Ezekiel 34:1-10 the “shepherds of Israel” are condemned for taking advantage of the flocks they are supposed to care for.  Specifically in verse 4 it says, “You have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or bound up the injured. You have not brought back the strays or searched for the lost. You have ruled them harshly and brutally.”   The tone of God’s response can be seen in verses 10 to 12, “This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I am against the shepherds and will hold them accountable for my flock. I will remove them from tending the flock so that the shepherds can no longer feed themselves. I will rescue my flock from their mouths, and it will no longer be food for them.  'For this is what the Sovereign LORD says: I myself will search for my sheep and look after them.  As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is with them, so will I look after my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places where they were scattered on a day of clouds and darkness.”

The Gospels also testify to God’s anger with those who take advantage of others in His name.  In Matthew 23:13-14, Jesus says, "Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men's faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to. Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You devour widows' houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. Therefore you will be punished more severely.”  Additionally we are all familiar with the story of Jesus cleansing the moneychangers and vendors from the temple because they were taking advantage of their power to defraud and manipulate people who had come to present their offerings and worship to God.


Finally, in the book of Galatians, Paul speaks to believers who were being coerced into fulfilling extra rules for their salvation.  In Galatians 1:7-10, Paul states the problem:  “Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ.  But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!   As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!   Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or of God? Or am I trying to please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ.”   And in Galatians 5:1 he says, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.”                                                                               
Jesus tells us that walking with him doesn’t mean being tied up in never ending rules and performance tests,  "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light”, Matthew 11:28-30.  

How can I minister to someone dealing with spiritual abuse?

First of all the goal in dealing with spiritual abuse is to bring healing and restoration and to demonstrate God’s authentic love to the one who has been hurt.  It is not a witch hunt.  We must be careful not to employ similar abusive tactics against perpetrators.  We may not be able to change them or the system they are operating in.  Knowing that God is angered and displeased by this behavior we trust that He will act as the righteous judge in his timing.   

In order to counteract the ignorance about spiritual abuse that adds to its power, it is important to educate church leaders and members about its signs and symptoms and what God thinks about it.   As more people become aware of the subtleties of abuse we can better serve as mirrors for each other to not only prevent becoming victims but also to avoid becoming unwitting perpetrators.  Power is seductive.  It is never ok to insult or berate others as a function of a Christian leadership position.  The New Testament “one another” passages give us good guidelines for the kind of behavior Christ expects of those who represent him.  

When an abuse situation is suspected, the first step is to offer a safe environment where the person can share their story.  Given that self-doubt is a significant component in any abuse situation, people who are being spiritually abused tend to focus on their own weaknesses, to question their spirituality and to emphasize their own blame or shame.  It is important to begin by listening carefully and judiciously asking questions to draw out the person’s story.   The tenor of the conversation and environment must reassure the person that she or he will be taken seriously and is not being judged.  Empathetic listening and confidentiality are key.  Be alert for red flags in the story such as incidents of power posturing, over emphasis on the importance of titles and position, use of Scripture to manipulate or dominate rather than free people, an inordinate focus on image, appearances and performance, and finally, secrecy.   

  Because spiritual abuse is subtle and is being perpetrated by people whom we expect to take care of us and to be representatives of God, it is difficult for a person in the situation to fully recognize what is going on.  The caregiver can help to validate their feelings and perceptions that something wasn’t right in the situation.  They may have been wondering if they were crazy or totally off base.  Painful feelings may have been locked away for a long time.  

When someone has been in an abusive situation for a long time, they will have a hard time recognizing it and our attempts to point it out to them may meet resistance.  We can gently use truth from Scripture about who Jesus is, how he ministered and who we are in him to point them to truth.  We can pray for their eyes to be opened.  And we can continue to love them even if they reject us and our message.

When a person is ready to recognize that they are being spiritually abused and ask for help it is important to name the problem.  Many abusive situations operate by cutting off discussion, prohibiting questions, and force-feeding doctrine.  In working with people who have been abused we will need to do just the opposite. Furthermore, they have been living with doubts and a nebulous sense that something wasn’t right but everything was being couched in all the “right” terminology.  Confrontation was impossible.  Their pain is real and it has a name:  Spiritual abuse.   They aren’t crazy; they weren’t imagining things; they weren’t just being rebellious or unsubmissive.  They were being abused.

Next they need to renew their minds and learn or relearn who God is, how he treats the ones he loves, and how he sees and values them.  Scripture, being accompanied by loving, godly believers, seeing that they are accepted on the basis of who they are in Christ rather than on performance standards, are all part of this process.  It is hard to admit to being needy so caregivers should be gentle and discreet as well as steadfast in their support. 

Finally victims of abuse must be allowed to grow in opportunities to practice their identity as child of God in a body of caring believers. “The foundation of spiritual maturity is dependence on God alone as the Source of all life.  The foundation is strengthened by deep relationships… involvement with others, …openness, …interdependency upon fellow members of Christ’s body.  …when the church acts as the body of Christ it becomes a safe place in the midst of a hostile world” 

Another question that comes up in ministering to victims of spiritual abuse relates to what to do about the abuse situation itself and what kind of help the person needs to decide whether to stay in the church/situation or to leave.  If the person is in overt physical or psychological danger, the situation may need to be reported to law enforcement and they should be encouraged and supported to leave and get to a safe place immediately.  

If that is not the case, Johnson and VanVonderen suggest the following questions to help decide whether to leave or to stay and fight against the abuse.  They also clarify that there is no easy checklist that will make the decision for anyone.  Each situation will have be weighed individually and prayed over.     

· Does grace really have a chance?

· Are you supporting what you hate?

· Do you need to be right?

· Can you stay, and stay healthy, both at the same time?

· Can you decide your own limits - and stick with them?

· Do you believe God cares more about the church than you do?

· Is it possible the system might need to die?

· Are you trying to help the system even though you are exhausted?

· Are you able to listen to the voice of sanity?

· Do you really know where to sow?

· If you came today for the first time, knowing what you now know about the system, would you stay?  If the answer is no, why are you continuing to return? 


If the person decides to stay and fight the abuse he or she should keep in mind the following:  “Decide whom you serve.  Be ready for resistance.  Keep telling the truth. Know who your enemy is (Eph. 6:12).  Hang on to the Shepherd.  Confront the leaven.  Know how a healthy spiritual system functions.”
   Additionally they should have strong support from other believers who will listen to them , speak truth into the situation, and be praying with and for her or him.  In Acts 4:23-24, when the disciples were suffering oppression this is what they did: “On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them.  When they heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God.”  Finally they should listen for God’s voice in the midst of their situation.  He has the answers and is trustworthy.

 
In conclusion, spiritual abuse is wrong and yet it permeates many corners of the Christian world.  Jesus came to earth, took on human form and sacrificed himself to save us.  I can only imagine how much it grieves and angers him when he sees men and women cheapening his sacrifice by adding rules and regulations and by wielding power rather than love in His name.

There is much more that could be said.  Many excellent books and articles have been written on this topic.  We who are in ministry must educate ourselves.  Our library should include books on the topic to share with others and refer to as needed.  The broad range of abuse situations requires a variety of sensitivities and responses.  And above all, Jesus is the ideal and perfect leadership model.  When we lead, let us do so in love and godliness, as servants and stewards and not as “owners” of His church.
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