Review: Recovering From
Churches That Abuse

Churches can be hurtful. Whether it be the
institution, the community, or individuals
within them, they can wound, manipulate,
damage, and neglect. This is no new thing.
Recovering from Churches That Abuse was
written by Ronald Enroth in the early
1990’s. It’s been on my bookshelf for
almost 20 years, but, for various reasons,
I have only now found the right time to
read it.

RONALD ENROTH

For church leaders the topic of church abusiveness can be
painful, awkward, and emotionally complex. It’s like reading a
book on parenting for those of us who have children. There 1is
a complex mix of feeling the pain of our own childhood and our
own imperfect parents, of feeling the pain of our own mistakes
and many flaws, and of fear about the fact that more mistakes
will likely happen in the future! Similarly, I have been hurt
by the church, I have been (along with all my colleagues) a
flawed and broken church leader, and sometimes the way ahead
seems more fraught than hopeful.

Which gives all the more reason to thoughtfully and
deliberately engage with this topic.

Enroth’s book may not have been the best place to start. It is
anecdotal more than it is analytical, a “life-history approach
to illustrate patterns of spiritual and emotional abuse” (page
137). Its focus is on situations where the level of abuse is
extreme, blatant, and cult-like. There is some use in seeing
dysfunction in the extreme, but it’s not always helpful when
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reflecting on the “ordinary” hurts of the everyday church.

Nevertheless, there is some wisdom to glean. In what follows,
I simply outline the echoes of some of these stories in my own
experience, and also the useful insights that Enroth bring.

1) Points of resonance:

Although the anecdotes are often of extreme situations, we can
connect them with more “normal” circumstances as well. I have
heard some of the language Enroth shares being used by those
around me. I have used some of it myself. There are points of
resonance.

For instance, Enroth quotes someone as saying “I woke up one
morning and realized that I had not thought my own thoughts
for three years” (page 33). I hear similar from those who may
have left a mainstream church that has a strong and particular
view of their own mission. It’'s the experience of buying into
someone else’s mission until it reaches a point where the
secondhand faith becomes a collapsing foundation. When a
mission-driven church doesn’t also exercise the right
interplay of freedom and formation and focus on real people,
pain results.

Similarly, we read words like this: “One of the things that
has been most distressing to me is to see the way the church
can discard people the way you throw an old banana peel out of
the window with no apparent care for them” (page 33) and
language that appeals to God’s will as a means of control or
deflection. I’'ve seen what it’s like to be on the receiving
end of interpretations of God’s will as a means of
ameliorating rejection: “I'm so glad you’ve found the place
where God actually wanted you to be..”

I've reflected in the past about the disillusionment of those
who are “done” with churches which are increasingly “self-
referential.” Enroth shares stories in which “members will be
requested to serve, to become involved, to sign up for a
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variety of activities that, upon closer inspection, appear
designed to maintain the system” (pages 31-32). I know what
it’s like for the direction of the church rut to be about
“helping the vicar do his job” and nothing more. I understand
the painful passivity of those for whom “it is hard to be a
part of anything anymore” (page 46).

As I read through Enroth’s anecdotes, a thought crossed my
mind: There are many situations in which church members are
not ill-treated, but in which church staff come away damaged.
It’s a point of concern, because there is a growing tendency
to “professionalise” vocational work and assess ministry via
bureaucratic markers. It’'s telling that Enroth refers to
abusive communities as “performance-based” (page 17, 44) a
number of times. I have seen too many church workers broken by
impossible performance measures, mediocre remuneration and
support, and spiritualised reasons as to why they should grin
and bear it.

Indeed, I have sometimes reflected on the fact that the
mechanisms for abuse that Enroth’s stories reveal (financial
dependence, the priority of institutional reputation over
personal injustice, spiritualised 1language to assert
authority, and gaslighting condescension as decisions are made
for you and not with you), cohere to the relationship between
most clergy/pastors and their institution. If these mechanisms
are not proactively countered by good oversight, their
abusiveness inevitably emerges.

2) Helpful learnings:
Where Enroth does provide some analysis, it is helpful.

For instance, he raises the question of “How can we discern an
unhealthy, abusive Christian church or fellowship from one
that 1is truly biblical, healthy, and worthy of our
involvement?” (page 27ff). His answer references the
psychological health of members, of whether or not people are



isolated from families, or discouraged in “independent
thinking” and “individual differences of belief and behavior.”
We learn of “legalistic churches” exhibiting an often-
hypocritical emphasis on “high moral standards” and which
allow no external accountability.

Throughout, he also raises aspects of church life in which
good things are twisted to achieve bad outcomes.

For instance, there 1is no doubt that the Scriptures are a
source of life, and truth, and a revelation of God’s love,
grace, and presence. Yet, from an abusive situation in which
“if you questioned Scripture you were made to feel very
guilty” (page 22), even the beauty of Scripture can be hidden
in pain and trauma. It is similar with some of the precious
doctrines of Christian theology, e.g. the Lordship of Christ,
the atoning sacrifice of the cross. These can be mishandled
into guises of dominance and guilt-inducing wrath.

I am learning to see it for myself. I can tell when words,
that have been life-giving for me, walk into clouds of
darkness in someone else’s eyes. I have encountered Scripture
and the truths of Christian doctrine as refuges, places of
safety and sustenance when the church has otherwise left me
starving in the dark. For others, they have been instruments
of control. As they begin to move towards healing, they can
come close to throwing out the baby of truth with the
bathwater of pain. Enroth doesn’t give any great insight into
how to address this tension, but nevertheless declares:

The survivor must be assured of God’s unfailing grace and be
able, in effect, to rediscover the gospel. (Page 43)

We thought we were Christians, but despite years and years of
being in Christian groups, neither of us knew Christ at all.
Neither of us knew how to depend on Christ. (Page 61)

I have found a number of them who have difficulty with or
even an aversion to reading the Bible because it has been



misused by the group to abuse them. Learning the proper
application and interpretation of Scripture goes a long way
toward healing the wounds of abuse. (Page 66)

Victims must be able not only to rebuild self-esteem and
purpose in life, but also renew a personal relationship with
God... it 1s possible to have a rich relationship with God..
the victim must be turned “to faith in the living God from
faith in a distorted image of him.” (Page 67)

Day by day we had to put one foot in front of the other and
say, “Jesus, I have been a disciple of my denomination. I
have been a disciple of my church. I have been a disciple of
my pastor. I want to be your disciple and follow you.” (Page
84)

I now have a church where the pastor leads us to Christ, not
to himself. (Pages 139-140)

Similarly, another twisted “good” is the concept of spiritual
family. For myself, the concept of family is life-giving — a
place of refuge, warmth, and formation. I have found that
individualism is a lonely place, a form of sterile
functionalism in which no one has your back, a capitalist
vision of Christianity in which the body only moves together
as a collective of coincidentally aligned self-actualised
individuals. I resonate with Mike Pilavachi of Soul Survivor
who speaks passionately and rightly about the need for church
to be family rather than business.

I am learning, however, that even language of “family” can
resonate with people’s trauma. Dysfunctional families
eradicate individual differentiation so that identity is lost.
The language of spiritual parenting has also been used to
manipulate and control and attaches to the abuses of so-called
“shepherding” (page 55, 143). We need to redeem that language
with care.
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It takes time to work through this language barrier.
It is possible to have healthy church family, and to share
common goals, and to find oneself as part of a larger whole,
and to have appropriate formation and discipline. “The
intensity of relationships within an abusive group must be
matched by intense relationships in a wholesome setting” (page
65). It requires a context of love, and grace, and warmth, and
acceptance. At times it requires some particular leadership
skills, which I am aspiring to discover. For those of us who
inhabit a leadership, pastoral, or even therapeutic role, we
need to to understand how the mistrust of us is not personal,
but a natural wariness “of allowing another authority figure
into their lives” (page 64).

It is useful, therefore, to see how Enroth takes us to some of
the pathways that lead to healing and restoration. It involves
overcoming a “shame-based identity” (page 37) and mistrust.

By learning to trust again, the victims of abuse also
discover that they can tolerate and trust themselves, an
important part of the recovery experience (page 40).

Simply by describing this journey, Enroth helps us. I
understand what it is like to go through a season of regret
over “the lost years” (page 44) of giving away health, wealth,
and youth. Similarly, the journey through “anger and rage”
(page 128) and bitterness, away from “pointing the finger”
(page 78) and talking about “what had happened to me” (page
112), is difficult but necessary. The four stages of “role
exit” (page 116ff) of those who leave an abusive situation is
illuminating. The summary of “mending” (page 140) is helpful.

They need to understand that their significance 1s not 1in
what they had, but it is in their relationship with Christ.
They have lost a few years, but they have not lost their
soul. (Page 130)



In conclusion:

Enroth has helped me listen to my own internal pain. If find
something of myself when he quotes Johnson and VanVonderen who
write:

There is no test to diagnose spiritual abuse. There are only
spiritual clues: lack of joy in the Christian life,; tiredness
from trying hard to measure up; disillusionment about God and
spiritual things; uneasiness, lack of trust, or even fear..; a
profound sense of missing your best Friend; cynicism or grief
over good news that turned out to be too good to be true.
(Pages 138-139)

If nothing else, Enroth has shown that such painful journeys
are “far more prevalent and much close to the evangelical
mainstream than many are willing to admit” (page 139).

I remain perplexed and moved. In my real world, I am
frequently running into those who have been left bleeding, and
who have reached the same end as some of Enroth’s stories:
“IW]e will never get what we need from a church. It is going
to be our family and the Lord, and we have to get that
relationship right. There is not going to be a church suited
for people who have our backgrounds..” (Page 99). How to help,
how to serve, how to bless, from a church leadership role that
looks like what has hurt them before? This remains my
qguestion, my conundrum, and my prayer.

Recovery means trusting in the God of grace, the God of
endless years. Remember the promise made to Israel in Joel
2:25: “I will repay you for the years the locusts have
eaten.” (Page 145)




Review: Grounds for Respect

GROUNDS
FO

R RESPECT

KRISTI GISELSSON

It’s taken me a while to digest this book by local academic
and author, Kristi Giselsson. Kristi is a compassionate and
articulate philosopher who has made balanced and thoughtful
contributions to the public debate on a number of social
issues recently.

This book Grounds for Respect: Particularism, Universalism,
and Communal Accountability is a published version of her
doctoral thesis in philosophy at the University of Tasmania.
It is an exploration of “the question of what grounds are
needed in order to justify respect for others.” (Page 1).
This is a fundamental question, the diverse answers to which
contribute a great deal to the unspoken (and often unknown)
assumptions that shape and guide the <cross-purposed
conversations that epitomise public dialogue.

Giselsson’s contribution 1s to explore this wusing
philosophical analysis and critique. This necessarily
involves a philosopher talking about philosophers, because
that is how such an analysis works: positions are described,
clarified, analysed for their differences; their implications
are drawn, their internal and external logic put under test;
and finally a path of good thought and good conscience 1is
found through the heady tangle of these broad-shouldered
giants.
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For myself, this was my first introduction to this level of
philosophical treatise. I came to the book motivated by the
practical and socio-political applications: when you're
talking about personhood issues such as abortion, euthanasia,
marriage, freedom of speech and so on, then the nature and
basis of respect is of significant relevance. I was struck,
however, by the philosophical exploration itself.

I have only had one experience like it, when I first studied
church history in my BMin studies, suddenly I had insight into
where people where coming from, what motivated them, and why.

Similarly, Giselsson’s exploration of the pedigree of
philosophical thought, the sort of thought that is currently
and actively applied in our Western World, gave me new
insights. It also made me thirsty to learn more, hence my
current little project.

Giselsson’s thesis is that “some form of universalism 1is
needed to ground respect for the particular; in order to
justify why we should respect others” (Page 2). Universalism
is the sense of moral universalism which asserts that there 1is
a particular system of standard, morality or ethic that can be
applied universally and which is not contingent on the
particulars of a person (e.g. their rationality or autonomy).

Giselsson also emphasises a foundational humanism as a
necessary aspect of our notions of respect. This 1is
“humanism” as an affirmation of an innate, non-contingent,
ontological, and unique reality (and value) of the human
person.

The form of Giselsson’s argument therefore includes an
exploration and ultimate rebuttal of posthumanist philosophers
such as Derrida, Foucalt and Lyotard (all of whom I now want
to read for myself).

.posthumanist critiques of universalist assumptions within
humanism are themselves based on unacknowledged ethical
assumptions of universal value and respect for others.. (Page
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2)

..at the very heart of Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard’s
critique of humanism lay a moral judgment; that universalism
1s inherently unjust in its apparent exclusion of particular
others.. this ethical judgment is made without recourse to any
justificatory philosophical grounds, but rather relies on the
force of its rhetorical — and ultimately humanist — appeal
alone. This ethical rejection of universal humanism has
in turn had an enormous impact over a wide range of
disciplines, but specifically in those areas of scholarship
that deal with those traditionally marginalized within
Western philosophy..” (Page 117)

The broad brush strokes of the argument might be characterised
by breadth and depth. This first part of the book is a
consideration of depth — 1is anything less than universalism
enough to provide a coherent basis for respect? Giselsson
shows that posthumanism either fails to provide for respect,
or where it asserts its claim that it can, it has actually
slipped into the universalism (albeit usually of a less
caricatured sort) that is trying to be avoided.

The second part of the book looks at the breadth question and
therefore tests the bounds of humanism. In particular, could
animals be included as “human” to the extent that respect can
be both encapsulated and applied? This second consideration
tests utilitarian approaches such as that of Singer.
Giselsson shows that while a utilitarian approach looks to
assess a person’s particular characteristics or functions to
justify respect, a humanist approach asserts common
ontological or innate grounds that are more robust.

By way of example:

Dismissive views of the elderly and those suffering from
dementia are only affirmed by utilitarian principles that
emphasize the greater good of society and the



comparative worthlessness of a cognitively impaired life.
(Page 175)

Having drawn the broad boundaries. Giselsson turns to those

who thinking is within the bounds of universalist humanism and
examines their formulation for grounds for respect. The
thread being followed here is not the extent of human being
but the characteristics — self-determination, self-creativity,
accountability, subjecthood and the like are all explored.
She finds them wanting for her purposes:

I have also argued that current Western liberal and humanist
theories that attempt to readdress the foundations needed for
universal respect still conceptualize these grounds in terms
of what characteristics an individual must possess 1in order
to qualify for equal moral consideration. These grounds
still revolve around traditional notions of moral personhood,
these being selfdetermination, rationality and autonomy; and
they inevitably exclude all humans not possessing such
qualities. (Page 259)

Giselsson therefore posits her own formulation of human being,
which has to do not with biology or economic characteristics
but with our “way of being” (Page 260). She therefore
emphasises community as a necessary and innate part of human
personhood and demonstrates that a concept for respect can
rest upon the operation of accountability within and from the
human community. She explores this conception for
inconsistencies and negative implications and concludes:

The ontological foundation I have offered, while partial
rather than complete in its conception, seeks to balance the
tension between particularism and universalism by showing a
structure of human morality that is irreducibly communal in
its practice. Moreover, while arguing that the 1inter-
dependent practices of social standards of value and
reciprocal accountability are thoroughly communal in nature,



the universal standard of value implied by the assumption of
reciprocal accountability — that each human 1is an end 1in
themselves — ensures that justice 1s not reduced to
communal consensus alone, as this standard provides for the
possibility of respect for particular individuals beyond the
relative nature of localized and particular norms (Page 296)

The foundation that Giselsson offers is indeed “partial rather
than complete” because while she circumscribes respect with
the well-argued conception of communal accountability she
stops short, understandably, before filling that notion with
articulations of what particular behaviours or attitudes or
beliefs might be worthy of being held to account. Therefore,
while she has demonstrated grounds for respect without
recourse to divine revelation, I question whether she could
build upon those grounds without doing so.

This book took some time to digest. It made me realise how
little I know and how much I need to know about the
philosophical tendrils that generate and move the values and
people of our society. There is so much lack of respect,
belligerence and assertions and misuse of one another 1in
Western Society. Much of it comes from those sections of
society who espouse care and tolerance and love yet find it so
hard to articulate respect and understanding and community
outside of their own narrow bands.

This book has made me thirsty to know more, to explore in
particular some of the 20th Century philosophers who
influenced the current generation of culture-shapers. To that
end this book has whet my appetite. And that makes it a good
book!



