Tracing Rainbows Through The Rain

The Report of the Time for Action Monitoring Group to the Methodist Conference 2006 

Introduction

The Shape of the Report

The Conference in 2003 welcomed the Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (CTBI) Report Time for Action: Sexual abuse, the Churches and a new dawn for survivors.  The Conference commended it to the wider Methodist Church, committed itself to following up the recommendations, and directed the Methodist Council to report on progress to the Conference in 2005.

The Methodist Council set up a monitoring group with the Revd James Booth as its chair and, in the light of the size and complexity of the task, sought and received the Conference’s permission for the final Report to be delayed until 2006.

The overall task of the group was to monitor progress on Time for Action within the Methodist Church.  This we have sought to do.  Our comments on progress on the Time for Action Report’s 37 recommendations (Section Four of this Report) are our response to the task we were given.  

We did not feel this Report should go over again the ground covered in the original Time for Action Report.  We made continual reference to that Report.  We are concerned that there are still so many people unaware of it, and that so many leaders within our churches have not read it even if they have heard about it.  We therefore strongly encourage people to buy it and read it.  We also believe further work should be done to provide materials to help build awareness and improve practice.

While Section Four of our Report responds specifically to the 37 recommendations, there were certain major points that became very clear to us as a group about how churches should seek to respond to issues relating to survivors of abuse.  Our Report therefore contains material relating to these points.  We hope this will help the ongoing discussion in the Council, the Conference and local churches throughout the Connexion.

First, we need to hear the experience of survivors of abuse.  We need to listen to their stories.  So, the first major part of our Report (Section One) consists of several stories.  Each story is different, just as the experience of survivors is different.  There is commonality and diversity.  Our stories are anonymised but based on actual experiences of which we were told.  Within any group discussing these matters, there are likely to be people for whom they are not ‘issues’ but first hand experience.  Where people feel safe to share some of their own experience, we need to listen carefully.

From a male survivor …

One of those who visited the group left us with what we found to be a powerful and helpful image of how the experience of abuse continues to impact upon their daily life.  One of the ships bombed and sunk in Pearl Harbour was left as a war grave.  From the surface, you cannot see it is there.  But from time to time oil from the ship ‘bubbles to the surface’ as a haunting reminder of pain, devastation and death experienced over half a century before.  The group reflected on how sexual abuse can cause devastating damage in the life of a survivor. Some live with the ongoing pain daily.  For others the pain remains hidden deep inside but bubbles to the surface from time to time.  No one who suffers abuse can predict or prevent the ‘bubbles’.   Dealing with them can be very hard – for the survivor and for those around them.  But they can’t forever be ignored or denied if healing is to come.

Second, our listening to the stories of many survivors is given substance and focus in the story of one survivor (Section Two).  Every survivor’s story needs to be listened to and valued and every survivor’s story and their response to it will be different.  All the stories that could be told cannot be contained in a Report such as this.  However, in listening to one voice we hope that our ears might be opened to listen to other voices describing their experience, perhaps in very different ways and maybe coming to very different conclusions out of that experience.  In offering one survivor’s response, as a Christian, to the Church, its message and its music, we are not saying that this is, or will be, every Christian survivor’s response.  Nor are we saying that every Christian should give expression to their theology as this survivor does.  This one voice is not a template into which all other stories must be fitted.  We invite you simply to open your ears and listen and then to ask ‘What do I believe?’ ‘How do I express what I believe?’ ‘How will a survivor hear what I say and view what I do?’

The material in Section Two provides an additional approach to some of the theological questions considered briefly in Section Three, as it looks at the possible impact of words and concepts used in worship on a survivor of abuse.  The way we use language is very important.  We need to consider its impact on others as well as its meaning for ourselves.  Of course, as we have said earlier, particular words will not have the same impact on all survivors, because people’s experiences are different and people are at different stages on their journey.  So, for example, a person who has been abused by their father may find all talk of God as father difficult and painful.  A different person may find it less so, or may have separated out their reaction to their own father from how they see God as father.  The wider church community needs to be aware that words and phrases we may take for granted may affect different people in different ways and our commonly held assumptions may leave some people feeling marginalized, unheard and rejected.

Third, we became increasingly convinced that every church community needs to aspire to being a safe community.  We may not necessarily know whether our community contains survivors or perpetrators of abuse, but we can do things that will make our community more welcoming and ‘safe’ whilst limiting the possibility of abuse occurring.  And in doing this, the group believes our church communities will become more safe in a wider sense.  There are many people who need a safe place to explore difficult questions and things that really matter.   A community that has taken time to consider how to become safer for survivors is likely to be safer for everyone.  Our report (Section Three) contains starters, to help the Conference, other meetings and – most importantly – local churches, consider the implications of aspiring to be safe.  This Section contains some very practical suggestions as starting points for discussion and action.

Fourth, we did a great deal of theological reflecting.  We met with a representative of the Faith and Order Committee and had an opportunity to discuss the theological section that was being prepared for the Report to the Conference of 2005 on Domestic Abuse. We see that Report, and its theological section in particular, as having ongoing significance in its own right and also being a very helpful resource in the discussion about Time for Action.  Section Three contains a summary of the theological material in the Domestic Abuse Report, for which we express our gratitude to that Report’s writers and especially to Jane Craske, who summarised for us the material she had written.  We found that Report helpful in our work and encourage the Church to make full use of it.

We need to say a word or two about our own use of language in the Report, particularly the word ‘survivor’.  For many, the term ‘survivor’ is helpful in so far as it indicates a major move forward from being a ‘victim’.  Others use these two words interchangeably.  The Time for Action Report recognised that different people understand the terms in different ways.  It also recognised that people are bigger than any label they may be given or may take for themselves.  So, Time for Action uses the phrase ‘people who experience abuse’ and talks of ‘people who abuse’ rather than ‘abusers’.   Our Report uses the term ‘survivor’ because it is used, understood and found helpful by many who have experienced abuse.  We do not seek to define anybody, but we believe the term to be helpful.  Survivors (and the ones who abused them) may be female or male, adult or child.  

As we have neared the end of our journey together as the Time for Action monitoring group, the phrase ‘Tracing Rainbows through the Rain’ (from the hymn ‘O love that wilt not let me go’, Hymns and Psalms 685) has come to the surface to encapsulate something of the journey that we have shared.  It has become the title of the work we offer to the Church.  Why?

The rainbow is the first of the covenant signs found in the Bible; as such it is God’s promise made visible.  It is essentially a symbol of hope that things in the future will be different, and unusually for covenant promises is the sign of God’s promise made with the whole created order and not just with his chosen people.  It speaks to us of God’s saving love for the whole of the world.

As we have journeyed in the Time for Action monitoring group we have listened to stories from survivors of sexual abuse, hearing of their pain and their struggle to find their voice in telling of what happened to them as children, and at times have, ourselves, felt devastated by what we have heard.  Yet essentially the stories are of healing and hope.  Indeed, we hope that this Report will be read in its entirety as offering pointers to survivors, to the Church, to us all on that journey towards healing and hope.  The rain, the pain in the stories, was and often continues to be real.  However, the hope of these stories is evident in the courage of the people whom we have met.  We have seen numerous rainbows on our journey too.

Our work has not been concerned solely with personal stories but with the story of the Church’s engagement with these issues.  Sometimes, and this may be shocking to hear, it has been the Church’s need for order and tradition, its songs and its liturgies which have re-opened old wounds or caused further pain for survivors of childhood sexual abuse.  So our journey towards hope is one in which the whole Church must recognise its need for the saving love of God.  We believe our task is one that we do best together as Church and as survivors through careful listening to and learning from each other.  This is often a long, slow process, but only if we do the tracing through the rain together will we find the rainbows together.

(Editorial note: Because they describe the monitoring group’s ‘journey’, this Introduction and Sections Two and Five of the Report are written in the first person, ‘we’ and ‘I’.  The rest of the Report follows a more formal third person style.)

Section One

Some Scenarios

The following scenarios are illustrative of the experience of a range of survivors.  None is the story of a particular survivor, but all the things described have happened to survivors.

‘Jill’

Jill first started self-harming when she was 13 years old.  She thought everyone felt the way she did, and when she cut herself it used to make her feel better, as though somehow the physical pain took over from what was going on in her head. Jill hid this from her family and friends as indeed she hid a lot of her emotions through the years, until it got to the point when she felt she was going mad.  Ordinary things like going to the doctor or dentist filled her with so much fear she couldn’t sleep the night before. Some years later Jill finally plucked up courage to go for counselling and gave voice to what she already knew; that she was repeatedly sexually abused by a male relative for many years, from childhood into adulthood.

Although Jill is not to blame for what happened to her, she has struggled with issues of self-esteem and confidence throughout her life and finds it really hard to maintain or enjoy intimate relationships with men.

When Jill told her family what had happened it was as though they didn’t believe her.  They even asked her why she was making this story up.  Since then Jill has had very little contact with her family.  Even her closest friends find it difficult to comprehend her pain as it is so beyond their experience.

Jill doesn’t think she believes in the same God as everyone else any more.

On her good days Jill says that she thinks that her Christian faith has made her stronger and given her the courage to work through the trauma of her childhood.  On her bad days she wonders ‘Why me?’  ‘How could God who is all powerful and all loving let this happen?’   ‘What did I do to deserve this?’ 

‘Tony’

Tony, a young man who was repeatedly abused from puberty by both his parents ‘recovers memory’ in later life, upon the arrival of his own baby son.  He is anxious for his own new family but he continues to be deeply traumatised both by these memories and by his confusion and mental anguish over how such things could remain buried for so long.  His parents had been church-goers, they were involved as organists and musicians, helping with the choir.  

He went for help as a ‘first port of call’ to his Pastoral Visitor.  She was an old friend and someone he felt would be wise and understanding.  Instead he found her denial a further rejection. ‘I know that he would never do such a thing.  I remember them well, they were not perverts.  You must have remembered all of this wrongly.  You should be ashamed to tell such lies.’

‘Jane’

Jane has recently been appointed Church Council Secretary.
 

At her first Church Council meeting there is a discussion about who should be invited to come and lead next year's Church Anniversary services.  Members of the meeting spend some time reminiscing about people who had been part of their church in years gone by but who had moved away.  Eventually it was decided to invite Arthur, a very popular local preacher who had been involved in lots of ways, including teaching in the Sunday School.
 

Jane is asked to write to invite him.  She feels the blood drain from her face as she remembers what happened on the awful day when she was about eleven and Arthur had given her a lift home from Sunday School.
 

She knows there is no way she can write the letter.  But who can she tell?  And what should she say?
 

‘Linda’

Linda, 37, and her young daughter Samantha were regulars at their local church, but suddenly stopped going. The minister popped round to see if anything was wrong, and during their conversation Linda became very distressed, exclaiming how she ‘just couldn’t bear to be there any more’. She then went on to talk about attending an afternoon Sunday School at the church as a child, and being befriended by the Sunday School Superintendent, who died five years ago.  She had really trusted this man, and had started staying behind afterwards to help him clear up.  He would give her a lift home. After some months he had started fondling her and asking her to touch him. She’d felt scared and confused, but he’d made her promise not to tell anyone – it was their secret. She had tried to push it from her mind but her daughter had just turned 11 – the age the abuse started – and memories had come flooding back, making going to church unbearable.

‘Shirley’

Shirley was suffering with depression after her husband died but she and her two children were persuaded to go on a church weekend away. She was new to that church as they had moved, so she didn’t know many people, but it was all really friendly. The minister, a single man, impressed her at first by the way he listened and seemed to offer genuine support. But on that weekend she was seduced into a sexual relationship by him when they were alone during ‘free time’.  

Shirley was desperate for comfort so she lived with the abuse for a few months, but finally realised during professional counselling that she was being abused by a trusted person. So she told the Superintendent minister and made a formal complaint.  The complaints process was like a nightmare and she felt disbelieved and further abused by that process. Even though she was clearly vulnerable it appeared as though the minister, the one imbued with authority and who had abused his position, was automatically believed over her and that her ‘word’ and reputation were seen as far less reliable. Shirley has since left the Methodist Church.

Question: How would Church be different if we took these stories seriously?

Section Two 

For all of us who have been privileged to serve the Church on the Time for Action Monitoring Group, the most powerful, deeply disturbing and shocking element in each of our meetings – that which has transformed us so that we are, none of us, now the same people we were as on the date of our first meeting – has been to listen to and to hear the stories of survivors. Perhaps the most important thing that, as Christians, we can do – perhaps what we most hope for as a consequence of this Report – is to listen, so that the voice of survivors will be heard. As we listen so we give value, worth and respect to the one who speaks, to the one for whom the abuse has denied each of these things and so much more.

We make no apology, therefore, for the very personal nature of what follows – ‘Tracing rainbows through the rain’ and ‘Sermons I preach to myself’. These flow from the hard reality of one person’s experience of sexual abuse and her response to it in the context of her Christian faith and the life of the Church.  We stress that this is one survivor’s personal response.  Every survivor’s story is different. The response of every Christian survivor to their experience will, therefore, differ in some degree. What follows will, as a consequence, not necessarily reflect the response of every Christian survivor to their abuse. However, it challenges all of us to examine how we worship, how we give expression to our faith and how we relate to one another in every aspect of the life of the Church.

As we listen to, and hear, this one person’s reflections, as a Christian, upon her story and its consequences for her on the worship of the Church and our proclamation of the Gospel, then these reflections – her story – become part of our story.

TRACING RAINBOWS THROUGH THE RAIN

Personal reflections on the songs and hymns of the Christian tradition 

from the perspective of a survivor of child sexual abuse 

As a survivor of child sexual abuse I questioned for many years why my faith didn’t seem to be good enough for the church.  I tried to manipulate my own life experience which included abuse into the moulds of tradition which the church gave me to shape my Christian life.  For a long time I could not understand why this did not work for me.  I blamed myself; in some way my faith must be lacking, I thought.  Why was it that what seemed to set so many other people free simply put me on edge or sometimes left me fighting back the demons of my past?  Why was it, I wondered, that what we sang often left me feeling I was not good enough for God, and sometimes even afraid that God could see me?  Why couldn’t I trust enough, believe enough, hope enough that Christ was my Saviour?  Why did some songs and hymns make my heart sing, whilst others left me confused, bewildered and afraid?  Years later, as I have reflected on my Christian journey I have examined some of the songs and hymns which we sing as Methodist people in an attempt to identify through reflection on my own experiences what may or may not be helpful for people who are victims of child sexual abuse.  It was never my intention to create a dirty list of songs/hymns which should never again be used within our churches; rather I have tried to identify themes which may be helpful/unhelpful for survivors based on my own reflections and conversations with other survivors.  These are primarily personal reflections.  I invite you to journey, to listen with me and to try to understand as I describe how what you may hold sacred sounds to someone whose story in life began with years of abuse.

Sexually abused by my father for many years, I notice how many of our songs reflect the church’s traditional teaching of God as father.  Whilst I cannot deny the biblical precedent for calling God “father” (e.g. Matthew 6:6), as a survivor of sexual abuse by my father I do not find it helpful.  Though at times I re-vision God as the father I never had, or the father I know my friends to be to their children, I do not find it helpful to find myself once again in the dependent role of the father-child relationship.  Thus a song like Father I place into your hands only reminds me of the abuse I suffered; I have to consciously remind myself that this is God we’re singing about.  This is compounded when later in the song we sing “Father I place into your hands my friends and family” .  As a survivor, and even as a child, I sought to protect my sisters and other young family friends from my father’s abusive power; the thought of placing them in my father’s hands is abhorrent to me.  Of course as a child I was powerless to stop my father; his abuse has left its legacy on many lives.

Not all survivors are abused by their fathers.  Abusers may be, and most commonly are, other family members; brothers, uncles and grandfathers.  Abusers may be women and mothers, sisters, aunties and grandmothers.  Singing of Jesus our brother as in Christ is the world’s light may similarly be painful for survivors.  I am therefore increasingly concerned that when we use familial language of God we are not only limiting our pictures of God, but may also inadvertently be triggering painful memories of trauma for survivors of abuse.  The use of familial imagery for God, because of the power dynamic involved, may reinforce abusive relationships and add to survivors’ sense of worthlessness.  All language that we use of God is limited because God cannot be contained or fully described by language.  However, when we use only familial language for God we are at best limiting who God is and at worst causing pain to those whose family experiences were abusive.   There are many other ways in which we can speak of God, and which we could explore.  Some songs speak of God watching over us as a father; to some this is the fatherly love which keeps us safe wherever we go.  For me such language at best reinforces the failings of my own family to keep me safe and protect me, but at worst instils in me the same fear I knew when my father watched my every move, banning me from playing and speaking and controlling me to such an extent that I was almost afraid to breathe.  The irony is that what speaks of safety to you speaks of fear to me.  

Some survivors speak of the possibility of “redeeming” their understanding of fatherhood.  This can happen in various ways.  For male survivors this may be through becoming a father themselves; but clearly for female survivors of father abuse this is not an option.  Other survivors are so damaged by the abuse they experienced that they will never have the opportunity to become parents, and therefore to “redeem” their understanding of fatherhood or parenthood in the same way.   The language of the Christian tradition, especially in the relation to the fatherhood of God, is problematical for many survivors, who cannot re-shape their life experience to fit the traditional mould.  

Whilst I argue that the traditional fatherhood of God and familial language used of the God-head may be limiting, there are some teachings within Christianity which enable me to live a fuller life.  One such teaching has been that of the Christian home.  I have learned from others that home and family life does not have to be what I experienced, as friends have welcomed me into their homes.  It is therefore helpful for me to have a positive sense of home portrayed in the songs and hymns we sing; in this way songs may educate and teach us about things to which we may aspire.  Images of home in Amazing Grace, Give to me Lord a thankful heart, and Come let us sing of a wonderful love speak of our final resting place as our heavenly home.  I remember as a child longing for the warmth of the home described in verse 3 of Lord of all hopefulness.  I hope that my home is a place of welcome for others.  

An important recurring theme for me as a survivor is knowing I am loved by God.  Singing about the all-encompassing love of God enables me to believe that even I was precious to God as a child, though I learned from the abuse simply to think of myself as worthless.  The knowledge of the love of God for me at every stage in my life has transformed my life.  Again Come let us sing of wonderful love helps me to feel included as a survivor who knows “sorrow and shame”.  My song is love unknown stands out for me in the Passion hymns because it speaks of the profound way of love which Christ offers; God’s love in Christ makes us lovely and lovable.  Knowing we are loved, seeing ourselves as lovely and lovable are common difficulties for survivors, who often feel unlovable, ugly, unloved, dirty and ashamed.  The possibility that I am loved enables me to know I am lovable and can love others.

However, when language of love is translated into language of “lover” in the songs and hymns it becomes problematical for me as a survivor, especially when, as is often the case, such imagery is used alongside language of submission, as in Blessed Assurance and Jesus take me as I am, I can come no other way.  Sometimes the lover imagery is juxtaposed with the language of touch; again this is not helpful because survivors of sexual abuse have experienced inappropriate touch, both in what has been done to their own bodies, but also in the way in which they have been coerced into inappropriate touch of others.  Lover imagery which may reflect beautiful relationships for some people may serve as triggers for survivors or abuse.  Where such lover imagery is used alongside language of submission it mirrors the dynamic of sexual abuse.  As such it may trigger memories of abuse, or reinforce or even legitimate patterns of abusive behaviour.  Some abusers specifically use the Bible and Christian teaching to legitimate their abuse.  Whilst I would not want to deny the celebration of mutual and healthy sexual relationships their place within the Christian tradition, the language of God or Christ as lover is often another source of pain for survivors of sexual abuse.

Sexual abuse is, amongst other things, an abuse of power.  It is never an expression of love but is instead a way of gaining power over another individual.  How power is reflected in the songs and hymns of the church is therefore very important to survivors of sexual abuse.  One of my favourite hymns is Tell out my soul  which is based on Mary’s song, The Magnificat.  It is a powerful song, sung by Mary, a powerless woman.  Believing that God’s purposes could be achieved through her she became a woman of power.  I believe God still calls women from the margins and empowers them to be agents of transformation in today’s world.  In the same way God calls and empowers survivors, “For God’s power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). 

In the hymn Lord God your love has called us here v. 3 we meet an interesting use of power imagery in the image of straining to glimpse God’s mercy seat, as like a throne, only to discover that God in Christ is kneeling at our feet.  God’s power is often mistaken because we fail to recognise God who is found in humility amongst humanity and have much to learn about truly understanding the real meaning of 2 Corinthians 12:9.

However, in trawling the tradition we are much more likely to be met with hymns and songs which speak of God’s power and control.  Whilst this may be a helpful way of thinking of God’s involvement in creation, when it comes to human relationships speaking of God’s power and control may be unhelpful for survivors of sexual abuse, because it mirrors the abusive relationship.  I feel profoundly uncomfortable when such language is coupled with fatherhood language for God, as in Abba, father, let me be.  

In her book, From Silence to Sanctuary Jane Chevous talks about the journey from victim to survivor to thriver.  I have latterly found this a helpful model as I reflect on my own journey.  In faith terms I often talk about the place where I presently find myself as discovering the fullness of life or the abundance of life (John 10:10) about which Christ’s speaks.  When I was growing up I never knew that life could be so good; I’m at last discovering what it means to live my life.  I find this “fullness of life” in some of the hymns and songs.  One which I remember from school days, and in which during the height of the violence and abuse I found sanctuary, is I heard the voice of Jesus say.  In this hymn I found a pattern for my story when at a young age my faith became my “resting place”.  Later it became a “life-giving stream” as I struggled with feelings of suicide as a teenager.  More latterly I recognise the “light of life” in which I travel; finding in the life of faith a life lived in abundance.  Whilst I continue to journey the images speak to me at different times and in different combinations; I have not arrived but continue to journey in hope.  

In the hymn O love that wilt not let me go I find the most beautiful line which speaks to me profoundly of the life in all its fullness which I experience; I trace the rainbow through the rain.   Such life in all its fullness is for me not a life of eternal sunshine but one in which we experience the heights and depths of life, one in which we know for ourselves what Paul speaks of in Romans 8:38-9, that whatever the heights and depths of our experience nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  Coming to terms with my early life experiences has been a continual pattern of tracing rainbows through the rain; and finding hope in and through what has threatened to destroy or debilitate me.  

Hymns and Songs which acknowledge the brokenness of human existence but call me to faith through such experience are liberating and life affirming.  In the hymn Lord thy church on earth is seeking I longed for many years for the release from fears within.  Light, joy, love and peace of which the hymn sings were only things I could hope for.  Now it speaks to me of the life affirming things, which I through faith in Christ enjoy, and want the world to know.  

I particularly enjoy singing hymns which call me out of my self-pity and beyond myself to live out my life in radical love following Jesus Christ.  In Go forth and tell! I am reminded that I should not be bound by the sense of worthlessness of my life which the abuse in its various manifestations gave me. The hymn calls me beyond myself to live my life as the God-given gift life is, following in the way of Christ’s love.  It helps me to know that only in giving my life for others will I find life (John 15:12-13).

The hymn Lord we have come at your own invitation challenges me to use my power and gifts creatively for good and for God, again calling me beyond self-pity and reminding me of my responsibility to use well the gifts God has given me.  

Christians often speak of Christ as the greatest gift from God.  Whilst I would not want to deny this I feel strong abhorrence for understandings of this gift as a sacrifice on God’s behalf.  I find the whole classical understanding of atonement, that God knowingly sent his Son Jesus to be abused on earth, very difficult to deal with.  Some feminist theologians argue that this understanding of what happens on the cross gives divine sanction for child abuse.  They put this alongside other biblical stories of abuse of women and children, like the Abraham and Isaac story where Abraham’s actions bring him close to the sacrifice of his son Isaac.  Included in these “texts of terror” (a phrase coined by Phyllis Tribble) are Lot’s willingness to sacrifice his daughters to the men of Sodom so that he does not lose his honour with those he has promised shelter (Genesis 19:8); or the story of the rape and murder of the concubine at Gibeah (Judges 19:16-30).  In understanding the atonement as God’s love for humanity shown through God’s willingness to sacrifice his own son it seems that the needs of the child come secondary to the purpose of God, which I believe is contrary to what the Bible, reason, tradition and experience teach us. This understanding of the atonement as sacrifice or divine substitution which comes from the eighteenth century is dominant in many of our hymns and songs, like Hallelujah my father, for giving us your Son.  

Struggling with the notion that God is always in control I find no need to explain the cross in such a way that what happened to Jesus was God’s deliberate will.  Rather I understand Jesus as a victim of violence, whose death holds up a mirror to reflect to us all our inhumanity to each other.  Innocence and goodness are always open to abuse and exploitation by those who choose to misuse power.  In Christ we find the vulnerable, suffering God; the suffering servant of Isaiah 53.  

Of course the story of the cross does not end with crucifixion but resurrection.  I believe it is not the violent death of Christ, but God’s love which overcomes evil which is the central message of the cross.  The law of Christ alone can make us free speaks of the freedom we find in God’s love.  As a survivor I found the second verse particularly helpful.

There is no promise that we shall not suffer,

No promise that we shall not need to fight;

Only the word that love is our redemption,

And freedom comes by turning to the light.

A second way in which I can make sense of what happened on the cross is that hope overcomes despair; because those who despaired most on the day of crucifixion were those who first found the tomb empty and looked hopefully for Christ.  Hymns and songs which express hope through the experience of despair speak to me at a deep level as I hover between hope and despair in re-shaping my understanding of the meaning, value and purpose of my own life.  Now the green blade rises expresses this hope that comes through despair, especially in verse 4.  I find it helpful that on occasion our hymns and songs acknowledge pain, loss and despair, but also call me out of this and beyond this to recognise the light and life of Christ and our calling in Christ’s name, which calls me beyond myself. 

The songs and hymns of the Christian tradition powerfully shape my understanding of self in relationship with God as we sing our theology. As such I believe it is helpful to understand from a survivor’s perspective what might help and what might hinder survivors finding the fullness of life which enables us to thrive.   As I “trace the rainbow through the rain”, through the many storms as I journey back and forth from victim-survivor-thriver, I am empowered and emboldened to dare to believe in God’s love for me and live out the consequences.

SERMONS I PREACH TO MYSELF

I have reviewed my sermons to identify themes which I have preached and developed which, based on my own experience as a survivor of childhood sexual abuse, I feel may be helpful for other survivors.  It is important to say that survivors do not all think and believe the same things.  I offer these sermon thoughts from my particular journey.  Firstly a few important things to note:

(
What I have written is not intended as a systematic theology.  These reflections arise from a belief that in church we do theology in a variety of ways, for example in what is preached and sung, and in what we say in our liturgy.  

· As a preacher I have learned to borrow ideas from other people, and to use resources extensively.  It’s quite possible they may recognise something they have said in my preaching.  If they do I would like to say thank you for helping me along the way.  

· I’ve drawn together extracts from my sermons under four headings in order to help people understand what might be useful for survivors of sexual abuse to hear preached on occasion.  The headings are:

(1) knowing we are loved by God; 

(2) for power is made perfect in weakness; 

(3) life in all its fullness; and 

(4) love overcomes evil.

(1)
KNOWING WE ARE LOVED BY GOD

Sermon title: 3rd Sunday after Pentecost

God loves you.  God loves you.  That is the message of today’s word.  God loves you as you are. …  With all your faults, failings and weaknesses.  God created you to be the person you are.  We’re all very different.  God created us and loves us all for who we are.  It is not dependent on what we do, what we say, or a particular way of behaving.  God loves you and God loves me.  God loves everyone.

This was the bold way in which the sermon began.  I believe that it is important to hear the message of love proclaimed clearly and simply in the church.  We often hear human depravity preached about.  To preach clearly about unconditional love may help survivors to find a positive self-identity in their relationship with God.  Do we assume that we know we are loved by God?  As a survivor of sexual abuse this was a truly liberating thing to discover.  The impact is that it opens survivors up to the possibility that we are lovable; it’s therefore a first step towards the possibility that we let others love us too.

How do we know that we are loved by God?

God’s love is made known to us through Jesus’ earthly ministry but also through the story of the crucifixion and the grim reality of human violence, torture, jealousy, ignorance and suspicion.  It is rooted in the human experience of Jesus Christ.  

God in Christ shares human suffering and knows the evil humanity displays.  Christ is a victim; a victim of those who abuse their power.    I find this a helpful way in which to understand the cross, and how it reveals to us our inhumanity to each other.  However, as a survivor of sexual abuse I struggle with the concept that Jesus paid the “ultimate” price for love through the crucifixion.  His suffering lasted three days.  Some survivors of childhood abuse may have suffered for many years of their early life.  What’s three days when you’ve been systematically abused for many years?  I find it helpful to know that God’s love is a suffering love, and that God in Christ weeps beside us in our agony.

Testimony to this knowledge that God loves humanity comes from some of the darkest and most desperate places and people in our world.  Black South Africans sung songs of freedom in their struggle against apartheid.  Those who’ve survived the Nazi concentration camps bear witness to the love of God to which they clung.  

As a survivor of sexual abuse I belong to a community of hope beyond adversity.   This hope is rooted in a belief in God’s love.  This love helps us to re-imagine our lives and what is possible in our lives.  Such hope is found in others who’ve survived violence and fear beyond our worst imagining.  That testimony to God’s love comes from surprising places gives hope to survivors.  Sharing the stories of other survivors in other circumstances gives us hope.  Sensitively and appropriately used stories of other survivors of sexual abuse tell me that I am not alone.

What is love like?

God’s love for us is not a fleeting emotion, like the fickleness of young children.  It is a love which lasts from before our conception to well beyond our end in death on this earth, to everlasting life.
God’s love is not a fleeting emotion.  Nor does God love us for God’s own self-gratification.  It reflects no fickleness.  God’s love for us is constant, and for me represents a constant in the sometimes chaotic life of a survivor of sexual abuse.  

Theologies which speak as though God needs our prayers, or that God only loves us when we do something good to make God feel better may be damaging for survivors.  Such theologies mirror the actions of a perpetrator of sexual abuse who tells his/her victims that they are special or loved because of what they are forced to do.  God’s love is unconditional, from our very beginning to the end of our lives.

Sermon title:  Just as I have loved you so you must love one another (John 15:12)

Knowing the love of God for ourselves brings responsibilities.  We are called to love our neighbour because our neighbour is loved by God just as we are.  We are called to love each person just as they are.  “Just as I have loved you”.  To know ourselves loved by God is to know others equally loved by God, and to value the preciousness and diversity of all human life.

Sermon title: Pentecost

Essentially the gospel message is one of love and one of justice.  You can’t have one without the other.  Knowing ourselves loved by God challenges us to change.

Here we find a paradox.  God loves us for who we are.  Yet we may be dramatically changed by the knowledge of this love for us.  This is as true for survivors as it is for anyone.  For me the recognition of God’s love for me proved to be a turning point both in terms of my faith and how I saw the purpose and worth of my life.  Developing a positive self-identity also helped me to recognise that God loves everyone equally.  I no longer have to define myself as “better than so and so”.  

Sermon title “How’s your love life?”

For John, to know God is to love God.

There is no fear in love.  Perfect love casts out fear.  1 John 4:18

Parents who love their children do not need their children to be afraid of them.  God is not some dominating power to be feared but a God of love, who through seeking relationship with humanity is to be revered.  There is no fear in God’s love.

I do not find portrayals of God as dominant and to be feared helpful.  This mirrors the behaviour and attitudes of my abusive father.  The knowledge that there is no fear in God’s love helps me to understand that real love shouldn’t give me cause to feel afraid.

Sermon title: Choose life

We can spend all of our lives trying to earn God’s love and approval.  God loves us for who we are.  
Children who are sexually abused often learn ways of seeking approval, especially from other adults in their life.  I do not believe that God seeks such behaviour from us.  God’s love is unconditional.  We respond to God in praise not for God’s approval but because this is what we feel moved to do in a loving mutual relationship.

How does God’s love affect our lives?

Sermon title: On not being nice

We are called to love wastefully.  This means not just loving our family and friends, but loving our enemies and those who persecute us.  This means not expecting results from our love but showing love unconditionally. But sometimes loving wastefully comes from the insecurity that without such demonstrations of love we feel we might not be accepted.  

Though we are called to love wastefully it is necessary for me as a survivor to hear that the love of God and the love for me from the faith community is not dependent upon my total giving of self.  I am accepted for who I am.  God’s love is the motivation for my caring for others; I do not need to earn acceptance.  Survivors sometimes wear themselves out, trying to make the world right for other people, so that they will be accepted.  This seemingly positive out-working of faith may stem from a lack of belief in the God who loves us as we are.  Survivors need to be reminded that we need first to love ourselves.

To love our neighbour is more than being nice.  It’s not what we do that makes Christian love different from other love.  Its our motivation for such love.  Humanists and agnostics love their neighbours.  Christian belief is based on the knowledge that God first loves us.  It gives us the courage to live love wastefully, to live life fully to exist in and through God.  It dares us to go the second mile……  to recognise God’s image in each and every other human being.  

Abused by my dad, it was hard to see God’s image in him.  Yet I recognise that he was not all evil.  I appreciated his humour and his wit.  I have tried to re-imagine him as a person of need.  I do not know what made him to be the person that he was.  I will never know.  Only God knows the full story.

Retribution and anger may have a proper place within the bringing to justice of those who are responsible for such awful crimes.  As a survivor I now recognise that if I seek to destroy another human being I will simply repeat the violence which has been done to me.  I believe faith calls us to recognise God’s image, God’s imprint on each human being.  This includes my dad and all those who are perpetrators of abuse and crimes against humanity.

Sermon title: The baptism of Christ

So it is under the shower of the power of love that we stand to receive God’s grace from the Holy Spirit.  We stand as God’s people to freely live and receive this love in his name.  The power to live not only for ourselves but for others, simply because God loves us.

Love is the power to live a radically different life.  Survivors who’ve had to overcome childhood sexual abuse and violence – who have gone through a process of re-creation – who have found that they are loved and lovable as they are – have also had to find a new way of living life.  As a survivor I have often had to learn new ways of forming relationships, relating to people establishing and holding appropriate boundaries.  

Love calls us out of ourselves, beyond ourselves, beyond self-pity and a sense of our own woundedness.  Love tells us that we can be beautiful, that we can do beautiful things, and through the expression of our love we can be caught up in God’s purposes for the world.  Such love calls out the good in us all.  As a victim of childhood sexual abuse and violence I grew up thinking my life was worthless.  To hear God and other people calling out the good in me is truly liberating.  I believe this is a turning around; a true repentance.

(2)
FOR POWER IS MADE PERFECT IN WEAKNESS (2 Corinthians 12:9)

Sermon title: Christ the King

Jesus is invested with power and majesty.  But this is a power and majesty he subverted to the life of the traveller, and was subject to the laws and the pharisaical interpretation of God’s law.  Jesus used his power and authority to care for the children, the widow, the lame and the weak.  Jesus’ power is not seen in the extent of his kingdom, nor through worldly possessions and show, nor through palaces and castles and show of religion.  His power and majesty are seen through his humility in washing the disciples’ feet and his weakness is made strong through death on the cross.  

Jesus’ use of power is interesting.  As a survivor of sexual abuse I am very aware of the use of power in the world around me.  Those who sexually abuse misuse the power that they are given, seeking to gain power over another individual.  Jesus’ use of power rejected the “power-over” model altogether.  He did not come with the power that the Jews expected of their Messiah.   Paul tells us that power is made perfect in weakness.  Jesus’ use of power is seen in the humility he demonstrated in his earthly relationships.

Sermon title: The power and authority of Jesus

Jesus spoke with authority because of the intimate knowledge and love he had for God, not because it was an agreed understanding of who he was in the society in which he found himself.  The way he spoke gave him this recognition.  This is an important distinction to make when we think about the authority people have.  Jesus’ authority came from his knowledge of God.

We see that Jesus’ authority derived from his knowledge of God.  Jesus was not on my reading of the gospels an “authoritarian” character.  God has sometimes been portrayed as authoritarian.  For survivors like me, whose dysfunctional family life has been modelled along authoritarian lines, this non-authoritarian, humble use of power is both attractive and challenging.  I know as a survivor that I have had to learn how to use my own power appropriately.  Jesus’ earthly ministry gives me a different model from that of my early life experiences.

Sermon title: Who is the greatest?

I find it interesting that Jesus chose a child, someone who is powerless and vulnerable, because in speaking of the cross and his own suffering Christ is pointing to his own powerlessness and vulnerability, where his strength is made perfect in weakness.  As a child needs to trust that its needs will be met by others, so Christ in his weakness had to trust that his needs would be met by God.  

By placing the child amongst the disciples who’ve just had the discussion about “who is the greatest” Jesus drives home the truth that the child has the key to the wisdom worth imitating.  A way which is vulnerable and trusting.

Survivors like myself, who suffered sexual abuse through childhood, knew vulnerability.  However, this is something that I found difficult to accept about myself for a long time.  Indeed it is only now with friends’ children of the age that I was when I suffered the worst abuse, that I am able to realise that I was a child and how much I needed to be protected.  I find the concept that Christ purposely chose to be vulnerable a challenging one.  Vulnerability is always open to abuse.  Yet this was the use of power that Jesus demonstrated, and that he taught his disciples was greatest in the Kingdom.

Sermon title: God’s power is made perfect in weakness

“For God’s power is made perfect in weakness.  God’s weakness is not the powerlessness which is the opposite to power.  It is a different kind of power.  It is not manipulative, competitive or exploitative.  It is nurturing and integrative.  It is a power that finds its strength through weakness and vulnerability”.

This understanding of vulnerability also shows us that Christ was not powerless, but indicates that this was a different way of using power.  In the abuse I suffered I was powerless.  As a survivor I need to find new ways of using the power I have been given if I am not to replicate the abusive models of power.  This understanding of Jesus’ use of power, as nurturing and integrative, offers me a new way.

Sermon title: Power lines

For the crucifixion was the outcome of an abuse of power.  Led by the religious leaders of the time Jesus was given an unfair trial and the people egged on by the same religious leaders bayed for his blood, until their cries of hosanna turned into cries of “crucify him”, though of course he was innocent of any crime.

The crucifixion can be understood to be the outcome of an abuse of power.  Alongside this we must not forget the people in power who did nothing to stop this abuse of power from happening.  As a survivor I find this understanding of the cross very helpful because I believe Christ to be a victim of an abuse of power.   If a purpose of the incarnation is that we understand that God shared our human life fully, I find this interpretation of the cross a helpful way in which to see that God shares even my life fully.  The fact that others did nothing to stop the abuse of power from happening relates directly to my experience as a survivor.  I have further suffered through the collusion of other people in my dad’s abusive behaviour.  

In understanding the resurrection it is important to me to know that the risen Christ is the wounded Christ.  I first came across this idea in a book by Nancy Eisland called The Disabled God.  I have found this image particularly helpful in understanding the need to integrate my early life experiences with the person I am today.

Sermon title: Freedom from fear

There is a paradox too in the risen Christ whom the disciples meet.  It is in the very vulnerability of his humanity that Christ claims the glory of his resurrection.  The resurrected Christ is the Jesus whose wounds are all too evident.  The resurrection comes not despite the crucifixion but because of it.  The resurrection comes not despite the wounds that Jesus suffered but through the wounds.  Jesus’ vulnerability was the way to salvation.  The risen Christ is at one and the same time the wounded Christ; and the Christ who shows his wounds.  At the heart of the resurrection is human vulnerability.

It is through our wounds that we find salvation, resurrection and new life.  It’s not by denying our woundedness and vulnerability that we are acceptable to God, but through them.

As a survivor of sexual abuse I need to find ways in which I integrate my early life experiences into my present life.  To deny they happened and to leave the pain unacknowledged is not an option for me.  Sometimes the pain of remembered hurts threatens to overwhelm me.  I have needed to find a way of acknowledging the seriousness of what has happened to me whilst also finding security in the present and hope for the future.  I have been through painful processes of re-birth and re-creation which were only made possible because I clung to the hope of resurrection.  In resurrection I am shaped by the wounds of my past.

Sermon title: The power and authority of Jesus

In Jesus God’s power is seen in human form, not super-human form.   In Jesus God suffers in human form, and here God is not seen as the super sickness zapper from on high, but God who suffers with human beings.  

In Jesus we meet God who does not use power to corrupt or repel people.  Jesus embraces those who are frightened, those who are wronged, those who have been silenced and those who are blind and deaf and lame.  Not the power-ranger God, but the power-manger God.  God’s power is strength in weakness.

When I was younger I used to pray to God to stop the abuse from happening.  Nobody could have prayed harder than me, and nobody could have believed that God would stop the abuse more than I did!  The abuse continued.  I waited for God on high to save me from what was happening; and prayed everyday that my dad would die.  I was led to believe in a kind of power-ranger God.  Understanding incarnation as God sharing our humanity has helped me to see that my expectations were not real; and that the absence of the zapping from heaven did not mean the absence of God in my life.  Rather I learned that God in Christ shared my suffering; that good could overcome evil and there was hope.  I learned that I was involved in my own salvation.

(3)
LIFE IN ALL ITS FULLNESS (John 10:10)

Sermon title: John 3:1-17

John mentions life on many occasions in his gospel; life in all its fullness, everlasting life, eternal life.  … as his (Jesus’s) encounters throughout the gospel tell us his was “life in all its fullness”; life lived to the limits of love; he valued the life of other people; and went about in such a way that he gave dignity and worth to all life.  Eternal life is the fullness of the life of heaven made known to us in the here and now.  

Sermon Title: Truly Alive?

To be truly alive means that we find life exciting, exhilarating, surprising.  To be truly alive means that we drink in all that life has to offer to us….  To enjoy all that is around us, all that we are given.  …. It means that we find our place in God’s creation and we celebrate it…  that we find our place amongst other people and celebrate that too.

To be truly alive means that we are alive to self.  It means that we see ourselves as loved and valuable to God.  It means that we see how God’s image has been stamped on our lives, how we have worth and value and dignity in God’s eyes, whatever the world may say about us.  We may feel ourselves re-made, re-shaped in God’s hands.  Where in the past we never knew the possibilities of life, we never knew that life could be so good, we find ourselves celebrating the new life which we have been given.  Remoulded, re-shaped in God’s hands we are free to live life to the full.

Sermon title: Choose life

Choose life and experience the length, breadth, depth and height of God’s love.  Choose life and join the adventure.

To live life to its fullness is to discover what it feels to be fully part of the world.  During the early years of my life and the height of my awareness of the violence and sexual abuse I failed to sense the beauty of the world around me, or the beauty in human relationships.  It was as though that part of myself was shut down as I concentrated on survival.  Only occasionally was I given glimpses of this tremendous beauty around me.  My world was characterised by ugly relationships and the ugliness of poverty.  I forgot to see the beauty around me.  I forgot that I was beautifully and wonderfully made by God.  In discovering the fullness of life as a survivor I am no longer constrained by those who have told me that I am worthless.  I am free to journey in hope and take risks.

Sermon title: The way, the truth, the life

When I was an unhappy teenager in those dark and difficult years it was the promise of a life that was better to which I clung.  It was God who in Jesus Christ shares our human life who too might have experienced the darkness of depression in the wilderness who whispered to me that one day I would know life in all its abundance.

The fullness of life that we are offered in Christ is a life that brings reconciliation and the healing of divisions.  It’s the way of revolutionary love, which cannot be measured by the world’s standards.  It’s a love that can set us free to be ourselves, so to take risks, to journey in hope, to speak the truth in love, to stand with the broken people in our midst and those who are despised by the world.  The fullness of life sets us free to be truly ourselves.

Sermon title: All saints

There may be those experiences in our lives by which we feel we are just existing, just clinging onto life by our nails because our sense of being has been turned upside down.  Through bereavement, illness, becoming a victim of violence or of another crime, or through the loss of our livelihood.  Out of these experiences of brokenness God is continually calling us to wholeness, to life in all its fullness.  The fullness of life is the resurrection claim that it is God and it is good that triumphs.

John’s gospel tells us to “get a life”.  Christians are called to strive for life in all its fullness; the life which acknowledges we are loved by God.  We are not to strive after a life of happiness, because happiness is such a fleeting, elusive thing.  Life lived to the full is not about filling our lives with possessions, people or activity.  A life lived to the full gives proper recognition of the depths of life as well as the heights, deepens our understanding of what it means to be human and ultimately what it means to put our faith in God.  Rediscovering myself in God as a survivor means I rediscover life too.

(4)
LOVE OVERCOMES EVIL

Sermon title: A fearful hope

Faith is knowing that despite everything God’ s love is supreme.  Faith is recognising that despite the hopelessness of any situation God seeks to turn what is evil into good, what is destructive into something creative.  Faith is believing that God is working all things for good.  …  God’s plan is that love will overcome evil, and that in the end God’s purposes will be achieved….. The Christian hope is a fearful hope; it is hope in a world which often disturbs us.

As a survivor of sexual abuse by my father it has taken me a long time to begin to believe love overcomes evil.  I longed for the evil that my father was and the evil that my father perpetrated against me and the rest of my family to be overcome.  His death was a release for us all, but the legacy of what he did, which tore us apart as a family, lives on.  Throughout this I’ve held onto a fearful hope.

Sermon title: Temptation

Was evil overcome through Christ’s death on the cross? Or through a divine cosmic battle when Satan was eventually vanquished?  Was Christ’s death a once-for-all event, saving the world from evil to the present day?

I understand that what happened on the cross means that evil does not have the last word..  Here God demonstrated that the way of love is stronger than evil.  Love overcomes evil.  It is not the love of power but the power of love that counts.  The struggle with evil is an ongoing struggle, but love overcomes evil wherever we may meet it.

As a survivor I have needed to make sense of the evil I have known in a way which does not deny my pain and grief.  I believe the reality of evil must be taken seriously and named.  I find it helpful to hear the stories of those who’ve survived atrocities and who live to speak about love overcoming evil.  I remember singing the freedom songs with black South Africans who hoped for change in the face of an evil and oppressive regime.

What is evil?  When a person’s trust is abused.  When the actions of another person cause us to fail to live to the full potential God created us for.  When the truth is hidden by lies and deceit.  When our lives are not recognised as of worth by other people.  When people are used for political gain.  Where power is used to oppress people.  Where the voice of the minority is suppressed.  Where the poorest, weakest and most vulnerable are not protected.  Wherever someone uses power to manipulate others for their own ends.

Naming evil is not the same as personifying evil in the character of Satan.  By doing the latter it’s easy to absolve ourselves of any of the responsibility for evil in the world.  I believe that in each one of us there is the potential to do good and the potential to commit evil.  By naming and recognising evil we become more aware of our responsibility to do what is good and what is god-like.  However, we need to be cautious because there is danger in naming evil too, because it is too easy to name what is different or other as evil.

Sermon title: Conflict

In Jesus’ ministry we see how good triumphs over evil and love triumphs over hatred and indifference, not through a show of power but through a show of weakness. 

The religious leaders accused Jesus of being Satan.  How can Satan drive out Satan they asked?  … despite the fact that his actions were good and loving and made people whole they were ready to condemn him.  So scared were they of goodness that they called it evil.

It is easy to demonise those with whom we disagree.  Naming evil is fraught with difficulty. 

It is from those who do not call each other evil, but those who seek good in their enemies, that peace will eventually come.  It’s all too easy to demonise the enemy.

As a survivor I need to find ways of naming the evil of the abuse I have suffered, and naming the perpetrators of the abuse.  As a survivor I also find myself holding fast to the Christian truth that no situation and no person is so evil that s/he is beyond God’s love.  There is a tension between the naming of evil and the recognition of God’s image in everyone.  If God’s image is in each of us then God’s image is in my abuser too. To demonise my abuser is to dehumanise another person.  At the same time I struggle to see with God’s eyes the image of God in my dad.  I am content to leave this in God’s hands.  I believe there are some things only God sees.   I have learned to live with this tension, but believe that I cannot and should not demand a similar response of other survivors.  

Sermon title: Wheat and tares

Another problem with naming evil is that we may become so preoccupied with stamping out evil that our own actions become evil.  (I think of the mob which gathered to hurl abuse at those accused of the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman).

What the parable tells us is that you shouldn’t pick the weeds until the harvest, because in picking them too soon you might pick out the good seed instead. ….. The promise for the end time is that God will decide between the weeds and the wheat, God will separate them out.  In the meantime we have to live in the world of the weeds among the wheat.  We have to live with the knowledge that people who commit evil seem at times to prosper.   It is God’s business to determine who belongs to the Kingdom.  

This parable reminds me that all is in God’s time.  I am only able to judge my own life, not the life of others.  In the world the wheat and the tares grow together where goodness and evil co-exist.  I am aware that goodness and evil co-exist in me too.  I simply trust that goodness overcomes all evil, through the promise of the cross and resurrection.

In conclusion, through these reflections I have tried to illustrate how my faith has developed as a survivor, through knowing that I am loved by God.  Such knowledge has changed my world view.  Faith has also challenged me to consider my use of power in my own life, and not simply repeat the model of power I learned in my early years.  I believe that faith in God has enabled me to live in hope, to live according to what matters in life.  I have been challenged to find “life in all its fullness”.  Finally faith has helped me to live with the paradox of good and evil in the world, and not be crushed by the evil I have known, believing goodness and love are stronger than evil.  The Christian faith has given me a story to live by.  It has enabled me to shape an understanding of the world and my place in it.  I have moved from an unhealthy dependence upon an all powerful God, who couldn’t deliver what I in my naivety thought a power-zapping God should.  Instead I now hold fast to belief in the God of love, whose love in Christ and the Holy Spirit, is limitless.

Question: Given that the themes of “knowing we are loved by God”, “power is made perfect in weakness”, “life in all its fullness” and “love overcomes evil” have been identified as helpful for survivors of sexual abuse, how often have you heard sermons on these themes?

Question: “The fullness of life sets us free to be truly ourselves”. How far do you feel that you can be yourself at church?  What are the obstacles?  What can you do to make the church a safer place for survivors of sexual abuse?  

Section Three

HOW COULD THE CHURCH BE DIFFERENT?

A picture of a local church which is taking survivors’ experience seriously.

The Church must hold ever before it a vision of itself as that place where all are welcome, where all feel themselves to have their place of belonging, where we can each come as we are and know ourselves to be accepted and loved as we are, as Christ accepts, loves and welcomes each one. Then our personal story, whatever it may contain, can be embraced within that accepting, loving welcome and be neither a source of guilt or shame to be hidden, nor the only thing that defines who we are or can become. To be welcomed truly, we must first feel safe.  So, if all are to feel that they are truly welcome, each church needs to work at what it means to aspire to becoming a safer space. Yet to welcome all can contradict the aspiration to be a place of safety and we need to recognise the reality of where we are today –  that no place can ever be totally safe. We hold, therefore, often uncomfortably, a balance between openness to all and safety – we aspire to becoming a safer place.

The journey towards becoming a safer place for all will include consideration, at least, of the following:


Our property and witness


Our worship and pastoral care

Our ministry

Our learning and development

Our theology.

The Section closes with a report of discussions at a training session on these issues with the Chairs of District, organised by the monitoring group. At this event in January 2006 the Chairs considered the question ‘How might the Church need to change in the light of these issues?’ 

(
Our Property and Witness
In what follows, attention is drawn to a number of practical things, largely relating to our premises and our use of them, which give witness to who we are and proclaim whether we are a place of welcome, aspiring to be a place of safety, or not. The matters highlighted are by no means exhaustive, merely indicative of areas of our life which every church needs to consider.

Our notice boards and wayside pulpits are points of contact with those who pass or come onto our premises. The messages that people see and read will be either a barrier or a welcome. This is equally true of pictures and posters, our newsletters and policy statements. What all these things say, and how they say it, matters. A related, and difficult area, is that of symbols. Some symbols may, for some people, trigger negative responses as a consequence of flashback to, or association with, a painful past experience. Awareness and sensitivity is called for.

So far as our welcome is concerned (and this is not just a matter for door stewards and greeters), the words we use and the way we welcome can encourage all to feel that they are accepted and welcomed as they are. Equally, if we are to be a truly welcoming church, then we will seek to be that place where questions are allowed, where the search for faith is permitted.

We will need to develop our own knowledge and information and so become more aware of the community we serve, both within and beyond the Church. We are diverse communities and seek to make contact with a variety of people, of whom some will be survivors.

Consideration needs to be given to doors, windows and locks. It is important to be able to get in and out easily and to be allowed to choose where to sit. Equally, it would be good to look at the layout of our premises from a safeguarding point of view, in order to create a safer space. We will also take care in how our premises are used, by whom and when.

Locked doors or open doors? A church which is hidden away requiring effort to be found or one that is visible and open? Which provides safer space? Which witnesses more effectively to the gospel? The answers to these questions are not clear cut.

In our manses, an upstairs room should never be used as office/study when it is the place for meeting people. All manses should have a downstairs toilet.

We will also want to ensure that all places or premises in which meetings or gatherings in the name of the Church are held are similarly aspiring to be places of safety. This will apply to house groups, retreats, away days etc. Particular care needs to be taken over the question of sharing accommodation, with no assumptions being made and options left open.

Question: If I am a survivor coming into your church – How can I know and what do I see that says that I am welcome here?

· Our Worship and Pastoral Care 

Some survivors have great difficulty with religious symbols or pictures which other people find comforting or inspiring.  As is the case with certain hymns and songs, this is because they trigger painful associations with incidences of sexual abuse they have suffered or indeed may be suffering (e.g. where objects like candles have been used as instruments of abuse).  Survivors’ reactions can easily be dismissed as ‘unreasonable’ or ‘extreme’ because other people cannot understand the cause of their distress, and the person affected may not feel able to explain. Of course we must not assume any person who becomes upset in these circumstances has suffered abuse, but we can exercise pastoral sensitivity by trying to make sure anyone in distress is at least offered the benefit of a ‘listening ear’ after a service or event. 

For the same reasons, some of the postures members of a congregation routinely adopt in worship may cause particular anxiety for some survivors, e.g. kneeling to receive communion or to receive the ‘laying on’ of hands. Touch can be highly emotive, and it can be very hard to ‘opt out’ if, for example, members are encouraged to hug each other warmly during The Peace. 

‘Special Sundays’ such as Mothering Sunday can similarly evoke a range of emotions for survivors of abuse. Leaders of worship can help by being sensitive to everyone’s differing experiences of childhood as they choose/write their material. 

Major life events (e.g. birth of children, bereavement) may also cause memories of past trauma to surface or become more vivid, and it is important that survivors receive an empathic response, whatever our own assessment of their situation may be. 

Children and young people sometimes first tell of their experience of being abused to a friend, maybe in the context of a church children’s or youth group, or at a youth event.  Friends in such groups can be very supportive.  It is also important that those working with children and young people in the life of the church know how to respond appropriately when disclosures are made and how to offer and encourage further support to all those who may have been affected by the abuse or its disclosure.

How would our pastoral care responses be different if we took all this seriously?

· We wouldn’t be frightened or embarrassed to discuss sexual abuse.

· We would have a model of caring for each other in which any emotional/spiritual issues could be freely shared, where someone could express their vulnerabilities, without feeling judged in the process.

· When a survivor of abuse chooses to speak about their experience within the church community, they would receive a response that enables rather than disables – helping him/her to feel ‘heard’ and accepted.

· We would foster awareness of wider resources available to support survivors, both in the local community and nationally, and be concerned to make such information visible and accessible to all. 

· Our Ministry

Time and time again survivors say that they have not been heard or there has been no one that they can trust with their story. Or, they have said that when they plucked up the courage or confidence to tell their story the reactions have been such that they may never tell their story again. Many of these issues were raised by Time for Action. According to some research, one in six people have been sexually abused as children.  Other research suggests a higher figure.  The likelihood of a person who is disabled having been abused is much higher, at around 70% to 80%. The vast majority of those who are survivors of sexual abuse therefore are never able to tell their story.

What does this mean for the pastoral, preaching and sacramental ministry? Good practice in how we respond to people who are survivors of abuse is a model for good practice in the ministry of our church as a whole.

Ministry is often about ‘walking alongside’ people. It is primarily about listening and not reacting with haste. It is not about judgment or imposing what we think is best for someone. It is about not feeling that we must have all the answers and not wanting to solve everything now. Some things we cannot solve or ‘heal’ in an instant and there is a need for discovering what the person who has suffered wants to happen. Ministry is also about having the appropriate resources to hand or knowing where to find them, so that when issues arise you may have the confidence to say ‘I don’t know much about this, but tell me as much as you feel comfortable telling and we will then work out where to go next.’

Ministry is a ‘powerful’ thing. Many of those who exercise ministry are exercising power of sorts, both in how they influence people through what they say in the pulpit or what they do or say in meetings. The ministry of the church often involves meetings. Power is exercised in the way that:

· meetings are constituted, 

· meetings are conducted, 

· agendas are prepared, 

· decisions are taken. 

Can we hold meetings in such a way that all may be enabled and encouraged to contribute instead of being restrictive and disempowering?

But it is also true that power is exercised in deciding whom to visit or whom not to visit; or to whom we make ourselves available. Those in a pastoral role also exercise power by the way they hear things, by the way they react (or not) and by the way they cope with unusual pastoral disclosures (or not). So whom we choose to listen to and how we listen to people is important to how church is. It is also important to how church should be and how we can shape the ministry of the church consciously. Ministry in the church may then look somewhat different if we took survivors issues seriously. Jesus deliberately listened to the least powerful and most marginalized of people, he placed a child at the centre and said ‘The Kingdom of God is like a child’.
The ministry of the church at all levels is about developing safer places for everyone to become the person God intends them to be; to be able to share their story or to choose not to share, as is right at the time. It is where each person feels safe with their choices about this and where they are not under pressure to ‘go deeper’ than is safe. The church needs also to be a place where people can express doubts and fears safely and explore belief without having to get it ‘right’. 

For the local church ministry it is about discovering what the needs of a particular community and place are and enabling God’s ministry and mission in that place to develop. Out of this particular work with survivors may develop or the ministry and mission may take other forms, but each person is valued and enabled to discover what the community of the church means for them. This ‘community’ needs to be on a scale that is meaningful, that individuals can relate to, so as to provide those who will ‘walk alongside’ people who are in particular need, including survivors. It is likely that the meaningful church community for the survivor will not be the whole congregation but will be one or two people, or a small group, who ‘walk alongside’, ask after them if they miss an occasion and pray with and for each other.

We need urgently to look at support for ‘representative ministry’. Clergy stress and lack of supervision can lead to relationship problems, to poor decision making, to breakdown and on occasions to the abuse of others or the misuse of power. This needs recognising and addressing urgently. We need to consider how leadership, management and governance are exercised both by those in representative ministry and by those who are charged with oversight of them (see the Conference report on the Nature of Oversight, 2005). 

The whole ministry of God’s people is nevertheless the primary issue, both in terms of how we ‘walk with’ survivors and how we all enable the most vulnerable in our community to feel that they can be ‘safe’ to be themselves in the church.

Imagine how you would seek to develop the ministry of the church if you asked the question ‘How would our church look if we took survivors’ issues seriously?’ You could start by asking: -

Whose church is it?  

Whose ministry is it? 

· Our Learning and development (Training)

There are choices to be made by people exercising office and ministry in our church. Those who do so and also all members of our church need sometimes to consider how their actions affect others. So key components in any learning and development as Christians concerned for others is

· self-awareness, 

· awareness of our own power and influence 

· also awareness of personal and professional boundaries that need to be respected. 

These are key aspects of good learning and development both for those who are serving the local church and for those in representative ministry and for all members.  Damage has been done in the past by those who get these things badly wrong. In the light of this we need to consider:

· enabling all learners adequately to reflect upon their pastoral practice in order to develop good practice. 

· integrating survivors’ issues into Safeguarding training and work on sex offenders and the church, Pastoral Care learning and practice, Local Preacher and Worship Leader studies, Leadership in the Church, courses that examine power issues, Anti-discriminatory practice courses and other learning. 

· providing courses in supervision skills and to encourage the supervision of workers (voluntary and paid) at all levels of church life. This itself enables good learning ‘in role’, self-awareness and work review.

· modelling good practice in training and providing ‘safe space’. Appropriate pastoral care of students and learners is vital to good learning. 

· provision of resources in the form of books, reference material, internet sites and people to facilitate or consult in developing appropriate courses of learning.

Courses of learning should themselves focus on the need to create church as ‘safe space’ at all levels of church life. This may affect the whole shape of training and learning patterns in our church life.

In order to evaluate our training in the light of the question ‘How would our church look if we took survivors’ issues seriously?’ it would be worth revisiting the principles of the Methodist Conference 2001 report, Learning and developing as the whole people of God. That Report stated that we are best able to grow and develop in our discipleship when:

· we feel valued as individuals
· our real learning needs are recognised and addressed
· we have our experience acknowledged and are enabled to reflect critically on it
· we have the opportunity to learn from each other
· we nurture a learning community that is both valuing and challenging
· we are asked to question our current assumptions and practice
· we are expected to take responsibility for our own learning
· we are able to use our existing gifts and talents.
Question: How can your church/circuit become this kind of learning community? 

Question: Would this then be a place where the most vulnerable in our community, particularly survivors of child sexual abuse, are able to be safe and to be heard, to express their faith and to share their faith and spirituality?
· Our Theology

(Christian theology, including the teaching and preaching that goes on week by week in Christian churches, must be examined from the point of view of those who have been hurt by the abuse of others. If it is not responsive to their needs, their experience and their perspectives, it does not remain true to the purposes and nature of the loving God, made known in Christ.  The material in Section Two provides personal theological reflection from the perspective of one survivor of abuse.  What follows is a summary of Section II of the Report on Domestic Abuse adopted by the Conference in 2005, prepared for the purposes of the Time for Action monitoring group.)  

In Domestic Abuse, a report to the Methodist Conference in 2005, a substantial section dealt with theological questions that might arise for those facing domestic abuse, dealing with it first hand as victim or perpetrator, or second hand, as supporters or challengers of others, or even simply wanting to know how to respond as Christian disciples to the issues of domestic abuse, whether or not they had knowingly come across victims or perpetrators, male or female.

What follows is a summary of the issues raised there. Inevitably a summary cannot give a sense of all the points made in the original and loses many nuances, so the reader of this report is encouraged to look at the full section in the report Domestic Abuse.

Paragraph 2.4 of Domestic Abuse gave the overall framework:

“The theology in this report emerges from the following sorts of questions:

· What does Christian theology look like to those who are caught up in situations that involve domestic abuse?

· Which parts of the theological agenda are highlighted? Which theological themes come up most often?

· What kind of theology or what theological statements contribute to nourishing and supporting and healing those who have been victims of domestic abuse?

· What kind of theology challenges the perpetrators of abuse?

· What kind of theology seems to damage and degrade victims and uphold or support those who perpetrate the abuse?”

There are key words in these questions: before all else Christians believe that God wants human beings to be nourished and supported and healed, and that God does not want them to be damaged or degraded or abused.

All Christians read the Bible: there are stories of abuse in the Bible and it is important that we use them, to rage at abuse. 21st century Christians must wrestle with passages from the Bible which seem to support discrimination, particularly against women, which could lead to abuse, but they must do that knowing that a variety of interpretations of such passages are possible. There are also stories of liberation in the Bible, to enable us to celebrate instances of liberation and freedom of abuse in lives today.

When Christians think about God, the language of God as Trinity expresses Christian belief that God is relationship and what we believe about God, particularly how God acts, affects Christian understanding about how humans should relate to one another. Images of God as one who uses power, from on high, to make people do his will may support people who think that is the way they can behave - abusively. God uses power, rather, to enable, to create and to energise God’s creation and that is also the way people should use their power, gifts and energies.

Christian reflection on human beings must take into account the good that God intends for all creation, but also the violence and abuse of which people are capable. It will recognise the many forces which shape people, but also demand that those who perpetrate abuse take responsibility for their actions. Christian theology will affirm the possibilities of change in human life, through God’s grace, though it must not be naively optimistic about changes in abusive behaviour.

In accepting the report Domestic Abuse, the Methodist Conference clearly affirmed the sinfulness of all forms of domestic abuse. Sin is seen in the desire for control which so often results in abuse. It can be seen in discrimination, and in the determination of some to dominate over others and determine their lives.

Some victims of abuse have been told by Christian teachers to bear their suffering as Jesus bore the cross. Some theologians have challenged all language about the cross and atonement because they fear it glorifies and justifies violence and suffering. In talking about the cross, we need to realise that it is language about the life of Christ first and foremost. If it becomes language also about discipleship (‘Take up your cross daily’), then it is already distanced from the actual suffering of Jesus and must not be used to keep people in actual suffering when they need to be encouraged to resist it. Biblical language about discipleship is also about the development of the gifts and fruits of the Spirit – a joyful language of hope and potential and joy, just as biblical language about the cross goes hand in hand with resurrection. However, reflection on the cross of Christ may also help Christians to take seriously the sorrow and anger of God at the awfulness of abuse.

The subject of forgiveness has become a vexed area of theology, in the face of the experience of victims of abuse being told to forgive their abusers (by implication, now) and finding that ‘telling them what to do’ itself coercive and abusive. For the victim of abuse, forgiveness can only be part of a process of healing which is about their letting go of what has been done to them, so that the abuser no longer has power over them. For the perpetrator of abuse, forgiveness comes with repentance, with taking full responsibility for what they have done, perhaps through the processes of the justice system, even with seeking to provide reparation if that is at all possible. It is also bound up with continuing transformation of their lives. For neither of them is forgiveness instant or easy. Those who have refused to hear the stories of the victims of abuse also need to repent and find forgiveness.

Reflecting on the Church, Christians will want to affirm the Church as a safe place for those who have been abused, where they can be heard and supported. The Church should be also a place of deep challenge for the abuser. However, that is not always how it is experienced. Churches need to talk about difficult issues of who has power (all in the church, to varying degrees), how it is used and how it is sometimes abused to silence those whose stories of hurt need to be heard, uncomfortable as they are. Only then can the Church be a safe, hospitable and challenging community.

Christians are divided on many questions to do with violence, which is often a part of abusive behaviour. “Perhaps it is time for the Methodist Church to say clearly that violence is never an acceptable way of wielding power in intimate relationships, since it causes harm, physically, mentally and emotionally, and does not promote the flourishing of individuals which is part of God’s plan” (para. 2.55, Domestic Abuse).

Victims of domestic abuse have often remained victims because of Christian ideals about marriage, which have been interpreted as encouraging people to value permanence in the marriage relationship above almost everything else – including the safety of the victim. That is a distortion of what marriage should be about: marriage entails a responsibility on both partners to sustain a mutual relationship which brings joy and enrichment to both. Abuse destroys such a relationship. The abuser causes the end of a marriage.

· Responses from the District Chairs’ Meeting 

(This account is an extended paraphrase of notes of a buzz group and plenary session with thirty-two District Chairs and two members of the Joint Secretaries’ Group.)

We need as a church to acknowledge that child sexual abuse and the sexual abuse of adults is far more widespread than we would imagine. The church needs to serve in this world where terrible things happen to individuals, who will live with the consequences of those things for the remainder of their lives. We need to recognise that these experiences affect or damage survivors’ perception of their own faith, the Church, their family and personal relationships and society at large and that they may regularly feel very ‘unsafe’.

The Chairs’ meeting felt that the needs of survivors posed a proper and creative challenge to our language about God in worship and theology. ‘Is what we say or hear in worship ‘Good News’ to people in such situations?’ All those who lead worship and preach need to be aware of ‘survivor’ issues. However, in conducting worship we live with a constant tension over this and many other issues of ‘how do we say anything’ and how do we sensitively recognise these real needs?

The Chairs recognised that the Church has a duty not to put protecting its reputation above responding to the needs of people and that we need to be honest about matters when people are abused by church officials or where abuse takes place in the church context. In this regard the Complaints and Discipline process, particularly in relation to ministers, needs to address the sensitivities and serious difficulties for some complainants of bringing complaints and giving evidence and seek to enable and facilitate this in ways that are fair, just and proper.

The Chairs recognised that many who have a significant pastoral ministry often try to cope with irreconcilable situations where the needs of particular individuals and circumstances cannot always be met, and in particular cannot be met by one person. They recognised that many presbyters and deacons still seek to ‘carry’ such issues alone and do not seek appropriate support and supervision and that this can sometimes lead to mismanagement or to serious dysfunction and illness for the ordained person as well as further damage to others. They saw this as perhaps stemming from the ‘ordained tendency to be in control’ and sometimes to say or do too much. Instead there is a ‘need for silence, humility’ and appropriate ‘listening’. Consequently, there needs to be clearer guidance on what issues ministers must seek support and supervision on. The Chairs also felt that they too need, seek and value support and supervision. 

In addition there needs to be clear guidance on the kind of issues to refer to other agencies or to those with more experience within the church and there needs to be good practice on how to do this. Such agencies, people and resources need to be identified and the information disseminated regionally or nationally. There also needs to be mandatory training for presbyters and deacons with priority given to this themselves by the Chairs in each District. We need to recognise that many District Safeguarding/ Taking care teams are already increasing awareness of these issues.

Finally, as a church we need to value the best of what we do and acknowledge that many survivors do find a place in the Church and increasingly do feel that it is a safer place, while recognising that this is by no means always the case and there is a great deal still to do. 

Section Four: Monitoring the 37 Recommendations from the original Time for Action Report 

	No
	Content
	Comment
	Action By

	1
	That this report be widely read and discussed within Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (CTBI) and member Churches and that its implications be considered and acted upon by churches individually and ecumenically at local, regional and national level.
	The original Time for Action Report was welcomed and discussed by the Methodist Conference in 2003.  A monitoring group was set up.

The group has considered ways in which the recommendations might be followed up and the report receive wide attention throughout the church.

The monitoring group is now reporting to the 2006 Conference.
	Church as a whole, and individual churches and circuits. 

	2
	That material be produced by each member Church to enable all church members to become better aware of these issues and alert to their responsibilities as individuals and community members


	The Pastoral Care Advisory Group suggested a study guide, containing liturgical material; stories or case studies; pertinent questions about the stories to encourage people to reflect on the material and how the churches could deal with the issue: notes for leaders/facilitators, perhaps including theological considerations about forgiveness, models of church, etc. (might be a separate leaflet).  This might be produced ecumenically (e.g. with the United Reformed Church).

In addition, there might be articles or reviews in the Methodist Recorder and/or Momentum, and something on the Methodist Church website.  
	Church as a whole, and individual churches and circuits. 

Those responsible for pastoral training.

Child Protection/ Safeguarding.  

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.  

	3
	That, wherever possible, any work done by churches in response to this report include survivors of abuse, whose contribution on these as on other matters is crucial.
	The monitoring group has involved survivors in its work.  

It is more difficult but very important to do this locally and elsewhere in church life and we may need guidelines on how this is done
	(A general recommendation, with no specific new action suggested)

	4
	That the member Churches of CTBI be willing to listen to survivors of sexual abuse as they claim their right to justice.
	This has implications for local churches and for the training/formation of ministers and other office holders.

How do we help people know how to deal with allegations etc?
	Local churches, Circuits and Districts

Child Protection/ Safeguarding.  

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.  

Formation in Ministry.

	5
	That the work being done by other groups within the member Churches of CTBI on the development of child protection policies and procedures be endorsed; and that all churches be encouraged to take the implementation of these most seriously.
	The monitoring group is aware of what is already done by the Methodist and other Churches on this.  It welcomes the ecumenical work done through the Churches’ Agency for Safeguarding and the Churches’ Forum on Safeguarding. It affirms this work and notes that the Church cannot be complacent and needs constantly to monitor its practices.
The Head of Child Protection and Safeguarding has been conducting an audit of training on good practice within Methodism.

The monitoring group welcomes the announcement of a joint Church of England/Methodist Safeguarding appointment.
	Child Protection and Safeguarding.

	6
	That the Church Life Secretary of CTBI should identify ways to monitor developments in this area in order to enable the member Churches to keep their policies and procedures under review.
	The monitoring group affirms this idea and recommends that the Methodist Church should respond positively to any ecumenical approach. 
	CTBI Church Life Secretary.

(or responsible officer)

	7
	That in their consideration of issues of sexual abuse the member Churches of CTBI take into account the way in which the social climate regarding matters of sex and sexuality has changed in the last 50 years.
	This is not about a specific action, but about how Churches go about their work.  The monitoring group affirms the work of the Marriage and Relationships Group and their Respect pack, launched at the Conference in 2005.  This pack is a very useful resource to enable discussion on matters of sex and sexuality.
	(General recommendation, no specific action suggested.)

	8
	That the member Churches of CTBI consider how to become and provide safe places, so that opportunities may be made for those who survive abuse to tell their stories.


	The monitoring group considered this in detail (see Section Three), and believes all local churches need to work on it.  It believes that to take this seriously makes the Church a better place for all.  The monitoring group visited ‘Somewhere Else’ in Liverpool, an example of a safe place, where people can come and tell their stories.  

District Chairs to identify one place in (or accessible to) each District that they could recommend as a safe place?  

Information could appear on the pastoral care website.  
	Local churches/circuits

District Chairs.

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Child Protection and Safeguarding.

	9
	That the member Churches of CTBI develop better listening within their communities and become aware of local agencies and individuals able to offer more specialized help to people who have been abused if they request it.
	This relates closely to Recommendation 8, though its emphasis is on the need for local churches and those with pastoral responsibility to understand the need to refer people to those with appropriate expertise and experience.  This means ensuring that both connexionally and regionally/locally there are appropriate lists of resource individuals and agencies.  

There is also a need for ministers and all with pastoral responsibility to develop good listening skills (training implications!).  Very important as to how the initial contact is handled, sensitively unpicking the issues and then responding accordingly.  

Pastoral Care web page

Ecumenical agencies.
	District Safeguarding (or equivalent) groups and officers

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Formation in Ministry.

Training and Development Officers.


	10
	That the member Churches of CTBI respond to the requirements of the disability discrimination legislation and go much further to make sure that disabled people who have been abused are enabled to communicate their stories and concerns within church communities.
	The monitoring group devoted a meeting specifically to these issues.  In many ways this is just one aspect of the much wider issue of how the Church responds to people with disabilities and ensures people are able to communicate within and contribute to the life of the church.  

The Property Office offers useful advice on responding to the legislation.

The challenges presented to the church by those people who are learning disabled and have experience abuse are immense and difficult.


	Local churches

Property Office.

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Equality and Diversity Project.

	11
	That the member Churches of CTBI make available appropriate and acceptable pastoral care for those who have experienced sexual abuse.


	The monitoring group considered that ‘appropriate and acceptable pastoral care’ takes a number of forms.  It is partly about the response of the local church and those with pastoral responsibility within it, who need appropriate training and support.  It is also about the need at times to refer someone on.  People may face financial implications when someone needs professional counselling or support
	Local churches and those with pastoral responsibility.

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Formation in Ministry.

	12
	That those involved in the provision of retreats consider working with survivors of abuse to provide appropriate retreats for those who have experienced abuse.
	The monitoring group agrees with the recommendation and encourages the Methodist Retreat and Spirituality Network and other Methodist organisations or agencies to consider promotion or provision of such retreats (in cooperation with ecumenical partners and organisations such as Christian Survivors of Sexual Abuse (CSSA).)  
	Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Methodist Retreat and Spirituality Network.



	13
	That member Churches of CTBI consider providing adequate funding for CSSA and other such self-help organizations
	The monitoring group recommends that consideration be given to how the Methodist Church might support CSSA etc, including helping them find continuing funding.
	Joint Secretaries’ Group

	14
	That the member Churches of CTBI develop policies and procedures relating to allegations of sexual abuse and that these policies and procedures be widely publicized.  A clear notice should be displayed in every church building regarding these policies and procedures, the availability of redress and an independent contact person or number.
	The monitoring group sees this as the ongoing responsibility of every local church, with appropriate support at circuit, district and connexional level.   Much is already being done.  Further work is currently in hand on this.
	Local churches

District and circuit Safeguarding officers.

Child Protection and Safeguarding.

Staff Reference Group (Safeguarding).

	15
	That Churches nationally and regionally identify and make available to ministers and others list of support groups, agencies and other resources appropriate to the needs of those who have experienced abuse.


	Links with Recommendations 9 and 11.  Local (district) Taking Care/Safeguarding Groups would probably be able to identify and remain updated on local groups and contacts.  Chairs of District may have some knowledge on this, as may TDOs.  Connexionally there will be some such list (though not necessarily written down in any one place).  Need to decide who would take the initiative to collect and update the information.  
	District Taking Care/Safeguarding Groups.

District Chairs.

Training and Development Officers.

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Child Protection and Safeguarding.

Ecumenical networks

	16
	That Churches produce clear guidelines and support structures to help those dealing with the effects of abuse on a family and within a community, including a church community.
	The monitoring group accepts the importance of this.  It has implications for those with pastoral responsibility locally and those offering support from the Circuit, District and wider Connexion.  Formation in Ministry already have a responsibility to ensure those preparing for ordination receive child protection training and that is one place where this can be taken up, in consultation with the Head of Child Protection and Safeguarding and the Staff Reference Group.  
	Child Protection and Safeguarding.

Staff Reference Group.

District Chairs and Training and Development Officers.

Formation in Ministry.

	17
	That the member Churches of CTBI look again at the complaints and discipline procedures to ensure they are just and that there are appropriate and accessible mechanisms for complaints of sexual abuse to be made, heard and dealt with.
	The Complaints and Disciplinary procedures are currently under review and the chair of the review group is also the chair of the Time for Action monitoring group.  Some parts of the procedures were developed relatively recently in response to the report to the Conference on Sexual Harassment and Abuse (1997).  A Complaints and Discipline Liaison Group meets twice a year to monitor how the procedures are operating and respond to issues as they arise.  
	Coordinating Secretary for Legal and Constitutional Practice.

Staff Reference Group.

Complaints and Discipline Review Group.

Complaints and Discipline Liaison Group.

	18
	That member Churches in their ministerial training programmes provide adequate education concerning appropriate professionalism, the dangers of misuse of power and the importance of maintaining boundaries in pastoral relationships.
	The monitoring group had a very helpful conversation with Formation in Ministry.  These issues are clearly profoundly important in both initial training and continuing development.  Superintendents’ courses and Under 5s groups provide opportunities for further exploration. A presentation including Powerpoint could be given to District Synod by a TDO or somebody suitably qualified 

A group is currently reviewing the Conference Report on Confidentiality and there are number of related issues about pastoral practice.  The monitoring group favours the development of a Code of Practice in pastoral care.  It also favours the development of proper supervision/reflective practice for those with pastoral responsibility (see Recommendation 22). 
	Formation in Ministry.

Ministerial Committee.

	19
	That those responsible for the recruitment, selection and training of ministers within the member Churches of CTBI consider the implications of this report for their areas of responsibility.
	This, too, was part of the monitoring group’s conversation with Formation in Ministry.  The group believes that we must continue to learn from developing understanding of psychological and other factors to be taken into consideration in recruitment, selection and training of ministers and others with pastoral responsibility within the Church.  
	Formation in Ministry.

Ministerial Committee.

	20
	That within the member Churches of CTBI, training programmes for ministers incorporate mandatory study and discussion on these issues, along with appropriate training on child protection matters and pastoral training in how to deal with incidents of sexual abuse and how to respond to the needs of survivors.
	The Conference in 2000 agreed that child protection training should be compulsory for those preparing for ordination.  That training needs constantly to be reviewed and developed to incorporate latest understandings.  It also has its place in continuing development, and ministers need to work with others in their churches and circuits to on how to deal with incidents and how to respond to the needs of survivors.  District and connexional support is available for those dealing with incidents.  
	Formation in Ministry.

Ministerial Committee.

Training and Development Officers.

Child Protection and Safeguarding.

District Safeguarding Groups.

	21
	That within the member Churches of CTBI, training in human sexuality, relationships and human development be provided in theological colleges and seminaries, on courses and in continuing ministerial education.
	The monitoring group agrees, though realises the implications of this will be different for different member churches of CTBI.  The 2005 Respect Pack is a useful new resource.  
	Ministerial Committee.

Formation in Ministry.

	22
	That within the member Churches of CTBI, provision be made for the equivalence of ‘supervision’ for those working in pastoral care; and accepting such supervision be a requirement for the continuation of ministry.
	The monitoring group strongly supports this proposal.  A variety of approaches is possible (group supervision, peer supervision, external supervision, etc).  Appropriate ‘supervision’ is relevant for pastoral visitors and others with pastoral responsibility
	Formation in Ministry.

Ministerial Committee.

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

	23
	That within the member Churches of CTBI, increased ‘pastoral care’ be provided for those involved in ministerial function.


	This is closely linked to Recommendation 22.  Within Methodism it is provided in various ways, formal and less so.  District Chairs, Superintendents, Circuit Stewards, Church Stewards, Accompanied Self Appraisal, availability of professional counselling.  

But there continue to be questions, and people who don’t find the right support when it is needed.  
	Chairs Meeting.

Ministerial Committee.

	24
	That within the member Churches of CTBI, therapeutic resources be provided in an accessible manner for those with individual psychological/sexual problems in line with ‘employee assistance’ programmes.
	The monitoring group believes this happens already if and when the need arises in this and similar situations.  Counsellors are available throughout the country and money is made available.
	No specific new action.

	25
	That additional investigations be conducted into a functional theology of sexuality and human relationships that can incorporate the distinctive features of modern society, including patterns of courtship, marriage and the diversity of domestic units.
	The monitoring group agrees these are important matters to keep under consideration but is unsure precisely who does or should be the lead agent.  
The group wondered quite what the recommendation meant.  Should it be a ‘relevant’ rather than ‘functional’ theology?

Again, the Respect pack provides a useful resource.


	Faith and Order Committee.

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

	26
	That within the member Churches of CTBI, strong action be taken to end the culture of silence and secrecy that surrounds many aspects of ministry and church life and to encourage transparency in procedures.
	The monitoring group understands and agrees with the principle here, and believes the Methodist Church already aspires to it.  


	No specific new action.

	27
	That clear codes of professional ethics and structures for accountability be developed by member Churches and applied to and by those placed in positions of pastoral care and leadership.
	Clear relationship with Recommendation 18 and needs taking very seriously.  How does it relate to ministerial competencies and incompetence?  

Work is in hand on producing a referral form for ministers and others, aiding good practice in what to do when there are allegations of abuse.
	Ministerial Committee.

Child Protection and Safeguarding.

	28
	That member Churches encourage the development and promotion of 12 Step Sexual recovery Programmes and other behavioural regimes to facilitate change and foster healthy relationships.
	The monitoring group is supportive of the development and promotion of appropriate programmes and believes the Methodist Church should encourage but not provide them.
	No specific new action.

	29
	That CTBI and member Churches make known to the UK Government their concern at the closure of the Wolvercote Institute and emphasize that it and/or similar facilities are essential and their insights need widely publicizing.  
	The Coordinating Secretary for Legal and Constitutional Practice has been in regular contact with the Director of the Wolvercote Clinic regarding ways the Methodist Church can best support its future in correspondence with the UK government.  
	Coordinating Secretary for Legal and Constitutional Practice.

	30
	That CTBI and member Churches make clear to the Government and statutory agencies their willingness to be involved in multi-agency approaches to the rehabilitation of sex offenders in the community.
	Statutory agencies increasingly work with local churches which offenders wish to attend.

The Churches’ Forum on Safeguarding, of which the Methodist Church is a member, is seeking government action in order to encourage closer cooperation and liaison.
	Churches’ Forum on Safeguarding

	31
	That member Churches make use of the work that has already been done to consider and develop procedures for reincorporating those who commit sex offences into church communities.  Such procedures need to include proper supervision, risk assessment, ‘contracts’, etc. 
	The main recommendations of the Church and Sex Offenders Report to Conference 2000 are now in Standing Orders (Section 69) and the Guidance Section of CPD.  District Safeguarding Groups and connexional staff support those implementing the procedures at local level.  A survey of the use of this report and the new Standing Orders is currently under way.

Survivors’ perspectives are very important in all work relating to sex offenders in the Church.
	District Safeguarding Groups.

Child Protection and Safeguarding.

Staff Reference Group

	32
	That member Churches commit themselves to working closely with other agencies when seeking to incorporate sexual offenders within Christian communities. 
	Links with Recommendations 30 and 31.  The Methodist Church is already committed to working in this way, and does so.  

The Churches’ Forum on Safeguarding, of which the Methodist Church is a member, is seeking government action in order to encourage closer cooperation and liaison.
	Churches’ Forum on Safeguarding

	33
	That member Churches in England and Wales take note of the pilot schemes of ‘Circles for Support’ once they are available and consider whether and how to become more involved in this model of support. 
	The Home Office gave its support to Circles of Support pilot schemes and the Methodist Church was invited to encourage individuals to be involved in the second stage.  The Circles of Support programme is now being developed further.
	Individuals and churches in areas where Circles of Support operate

	34
	That the member Churches of CTBI commit themselves seriously to consider the theological section of this report and develop ways of engaging local groups and individuals in such theological reflection.
	The monitoring group consulted with the Faith and Order Committee.  Any material for study or awareness building (see Recommendation 2) will include theological aspects.  
	Faith and Order.

Those responding to Recommendation 2.

	35
	That member Churches give urgent consideration to the development and enforcement of appropriate codes of practice regarding healing and ‘deliverance’ ministries. 
	The monitoring group consulted with the Secretary for Pastoral Care and Spirituality.  The Methodist Church’s (ecumenical) involvement in health and healing emphasises good practice in these areas.  
	Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Health and Healing networks.

	36
	That the member Churches of CTBI give careful consideration to the effects of the use of language on those who have been sexually abused as well as others in congregations and make appropriate changes.
	The monitoring group touched on this recommendation at most meetings, and were aware of its major implications for worship, training and church life. There is much to be done.
	Faith and Order.

Formation in Ministry.

	37
	That local churches make opportunities to pray for those who have been sexually abused and consider whether it would be helpful in their locality to offer special services for them. 
	Churches will become more aware and work on becoming safer places as they learn from survivors themselves.  Will be helped by occasional material in Momentum, link mailings, Methodist Recorder, the website, etc.  

Include sensitivity on these issues in training for those preparing for ordination etc.
	Local churches

Pastoral Care and Spirituality.

Formation in Ministry.


Section Five

The monitoring group met regularly to consider the Time for Action report as a whole, its recommendations and their implications for the Methodist Church.  It heard the stories, experience and reflections of several survivors of abuse.  It also met, and is deeply grateful to, Margaret Kennedy and Jo Harding who discussed their work and research with survivors.  It met members of the connexional team with responsibility for pastoral care and ministerial formation.  It gave attention to theological issues and consulted with and met members of the Faith and Order Committee.  Group members visited Somewhere Else, in Liverpool, which has a commitment to work with survivors.  A residential meeting was held at Holy Rood House (in North Yorkshire) where there is acknowledged experience in this area. 

The group is deeply grateful to all those with whom it met during the course of its work.  Some, but not all, are named in the Report.  In particular we express our gratitude to those who shared deep and painful experiences.

The group subdivided the Time for Action Report’s 37 Recommendations and decided that some entailed being aware of what other people had done or were doing; others were about asking questions, encouraging and monitoring what others might do; some needed new work to be done.  These latter included recommendations about increasing wider awareness of the issues within the church as a whole.

At the group’s first meeting we established the following groundrules:

· The group will keep ‘survivors’ as the focus for their work.
· It was agreed to produce a Note/Aide Memoire, not official minutes, for circulation only to members of the group.  They would be for this group only.

· We should respect confidentiality – we need to be clear about what we mean by this term.  If this is likely to cause a problem because of something that is being discussed, then we need to feel free to say this.
· We need to listen to one another and respect each other’s opinions.
· There needs to be acceptance of one another as we are. 
· We should be able to try out ideas when we’re not sure precisely what is meant, etc.  Hopefully by establishing trust within the group, we should feel safe to ‘try things out’.
· We need to offer support to individuals for whom some things are particularly painful.  If there is any inappropriate comment or action displayed by a group member – individuals must be able to challenge it.  An individual may feel the need to leave the room – and support would be offered to them as required.
· Contact between meetings may be appropriate between members who have a particular concern.  This could be reported back to the group at a subsequent meeting in order that all the group can learn from it. 
· We need to recognise that there might be some conflicts of interest in relation to a child protection or complaints and discipline issue.  If this becomes apparent then we need to be aware that this is happening and act accordingly.
These ground rules were clearly displayed and revisited at each meeting and shared with those who visited the group.  The group found this helpful and would recommend the creation and revisiting of such ground rules as good practice for groups, particularly for those where sensitive issues and experiences are being dealt with.   Involving people in both creating and maintaining the ground rules is closely linked to providing a ‘safe’ environment.

We are unanimous in our view, expressed in the Introduction to this Report, that ‘a community that has taken time to consider how to become safer for survivors is likely to be safer for everyone.’  We therefore encourage the Conference and the whole Church to continue to take the Time for Action Report and its recommendations seriously and to act upon them.

For example, ‘… just over a year ago, the Liverpool City Centre Circuit appointed a Personal Development Facilitator to work with female survivors of sexual abuse. Funding had become available that allowed for the appointment to be made for one year. The idea was that in that year a beginning would be made to see what the need was and how we could and should respond. The need is enormous. It soon became clear that the focus of the work needed to shift. It needed to become truly ecumenical and broader than the City Centre Circuit. Our ecumenical partners (Church of England, URC, Salvation Army and, soon we hope, the Roman Catholic Church and the Baptist Church) have invited the Methodist Church to undertake and oversee this work on their behalf. The work has become a District Project, is supported financially by district and connexional grants and will be supported financially and in other ways by our ecumenical partners. We look to a future in which the Personal Development Facilitator will be supported in her work and others will be employed so that the support for survivors can be broadened to include male survivors and the work of awareness-raising and training in the Churches and the community can be expanded.’ 

This is just one story of how the Church in one locality is seeking to respond to the challenge of Time for Action. There are many more. We need to tell our stories and listen.
In this Report we have invited you to share our journey with us.  Our journey has taken us through the rain.  The journey continues.  We reiterate our belief that ‘our task is one that we do best together as Church and as survivors through careful listening to and learning from each other.  This is often a long, slow process, but only if we do the tracing through the rain together will we find the rainbows together’.

Members of the Group

Rev James A Booth

Rev David Gamble

Rev Pearl Luxon

Rev Susan McIvor

Deacon Sylvie Phillips

Mrs Ann Leck

Ms Judith Wood

*** RESOLUTIONS 

??/?
The Conference adopts the Report

??/?
The Conference acknowledges the importance of survivors within the life of the Church and requests them to help the Church become a safer place for all.

??/?
The Conference directs the Council and those identified in Section Four of the Report to follow up the recommendations.

??/?
The Conference directs those responsible for training at all levels of church life to consider and act on the implications of this Report for their work.

??/? 
The Conference urges local churches and circuits 

(a) to study this Report along with the original Time for Action Report,

(b) to discover what resources are available locally, and 

(c) to take appropriate action to become a safer place for all.

REFERENCES/RESOURCES:

Survivor’s support

S:Vox an organisation for survivors of any sort of abuse as a child or an adult, offering support, education and advocacy.

www.svox.org.uk
Christian Survivors of Sexual Abuse (CSSA) – a self help support group

CSSA c/o 38 Sydenham Villas Road, Cheltenham, Glos, GL52 6DZ

Minister and Clergy Sexual Abuse Survivors (MACSAS)

Supporting and networking with people who have experienced sexual abuse by clergy or other people in ministry

PO Box 46933, London, E8 1XA

National Association for People Abused in Childhood (NAPAC)

Support, campaigning, information, and an information line

Freephone 0800 085 3330 www.napac.org.uk
The Lantern Trust

www.victimsnolonger.org.uk
See also www.survivorsdirectory.org
The Survivors Trust – Umbrella Org 01788 551 150

For information on self-harm see www.siari.co.uk
Kidscape – www.kidscape.org.uk 

Stop it Now - www.stopitnow.org.uk
Male Survivors:

Survivors UK
2 Leathermarket Street, London SE1 3HN

www.survivors.org.uk
   0845 122 1201

Survivors Swindon

www.survivorsswindon.com   0845 430 9371

Useful Publications:

Title


Author


Publisher


ISBN

From Silence

To Sanctuary

Jane Chevous

SPCK 2004


0281056390

The Courage

To Heal


E Bass & L Davis
Vermilion 1997



Breaking Free

C Ainscough & K Toon
Sheldon 2000


0859698106

The Survivors Guide:

To Recovery 

from Rape And 

Sexual Abuse

Fay Maxted

Rugby RoSA


0955403703

The Courage 

to Tell


Margaret Kennedy
CTBI 1999


0 85169 245 1

Cry Hard 

and Swim

Jacqueline Spring

Virago 1987


0 86068 813 5

Releasing the 

Scream




(coming to terms 

with childhood

sexual abuse)

Rebecca Newman
Hodder and Stoughton

0 340 58817 9

Child Sexual Abuse 

And The Churches
Patrick Parkinson

Hodder and Stoughton

0 340 63015 9

The Abuse of 

Power

(A theological 

problem)

James Newton Poling
Abingdon Press


0 687 00684 8

Survivor

(the long journey 

back from abuse)

Peter Andrews

Inspire



1 85852 253 6

Time for Action

CTBI


CTBI



085169 281 8

The Disabled God:
 Nancy L Eisland  
Abingdon Press US, 1994

0687 108012


Towards a Liberation

Theology of Disability

Surviving Child Sexual 

Abuse (Supporting

Adults in the Church)
Jeanette Gosney

Grove 2002


1 85174 508 4

Mixed-up Blessing
Barbara Glasson

Inspire 2006


1 85852 305 2
Victims No Longer 
Mike Lew 

Harper Collins May 2004
Fiction and Auto-biography

I know why the Caged 

Bird Sings

Maya Angelou 

Virago Press Ltd 1993 
 
0806068511X

The Colour Purple
Alice Walker 

Phoenix 2004

Water Gypsies

Annie Murray 

Macmillan and Pan Books 2004

Newsletter

CIS’ters (Childhood Incest Survivors) – PO Box 119, Eastleigh SO50 9ZF

Respond – 3rd Floor, 24-32 Stephenson Way, London NW1 2HD

First Person Plural – PO Box 2537, Wolverhampton WV4 4ZL

Methodist Reports and Resources

The Church and Sex Offenders report

Sexual Harassment and Abuse report

Safeguarding 





MPH

1 85852 246 3

Worth Doing Well 
Timothy Bradshaw (Editor)
MPH

0 85852 233 1

