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ABSTRACT

This phenomenological study explored the impacts of religious/spiritual abuse (RSA) on
women abused by Christian religious leaders in their adulthood, describing their
treatment experiences and identifying effective elements of their healing processes. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 11 women who had experienced RSA in
adulthood. Four central research questions guided the interview protocol: 1) How do
participants describe what led them to seek therapy? 2) How do participants describe
their therapeutic/healing processes? 3) How do participants describe what they found
helpful/not helpful or effective/ineffective in their treatment/healing processes? 4) How
do participants describe factors influencing their treatment/healing processes? The
interviews were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) with 12 distinct
themes identified that offer insight into the experience and healing of RSA. This study
contributes to the current body of knowledge by providing an in-depth exploration of
RSA experienced by women in their adulthood. Its findings emphasize the importance of
addressing RSA and highlight the urgent need for awareness, prevention, and
intervention efforts addressing RSA within Christian contexts. The factors identified as
impacting the healing process offer valuable information for mental health professionals

and others working with survivors of RSA.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Introduction

The church has long been an environment turned to as a source of comfort, where
people congregate to learn values and strategies for daily living and to support them in
making meaning of the human experience. From Scripture, the purpose of the church is
clear. In Hebrews 10:24-25 (English Standard Bible [ESB], 2001), the people of God are
encouraged to gather together and “stir up one another to love and good works.” Hence,
the church is where followers of Christ meet to praise him in song, obtain teaching,
where God’s will is revealed, and where His word is interpreted (New International Bible
[NIB], 2011, 1 Cor.14:26). Further, it is designated to be the place where God’s truth is
protected (1 Tim. 3:15).

Decades of research have validated the benefits of belonging to religious
organizations when used according to these biblical intentions (C. M. Brown, 2020; ten
Kate et al., 2017; Whitehead & Bergeman, 2020). For instance, church involvement is
viewed as social capital and is deemed a protective resource in therapeutic settings
(Cashwell & Swindle, 2018). Unfortunately, there are far too many times that acts
contrary to those purposes occur. These acts range from minor disputes amongst church
members to outright abusive acts by religious leaders. When the latter occurs, the church
goes from being the place sought for edification and healing to an environment of
devastation and significant emotional and spiritual wounding.

The term religious/spiritual abuse (RSA) is often used to refer to experiences in
which religious leaders or institutions use theological doctrines and power structures to

exercise power over an individual or group and engage in emotional, mental, physical,



sexual, or financial violations (Cashwell & Swindle, 2018; Vernon, 2019). These forms
of abuse impact people of all demographic profiles and religious affiliations. However,
much of the attention to this phenomenon, both in mainstream media and through
scientific inquiry, has centered around the abuse of children by Catholic priests (Plante,
2020a; Rashid & Barron, 2019). This is at least partly due to patterns of secrecy and
cover-ups impacting disclosure from other victims (de Weger, 2020, 2022a), as well as
the unique context in which these abuses occur. For instance, harmful acts occurring in,
or connected in any way to the church, are often faced with ingroup behavior patterns
aimed at protecting the church’s integrity, which is centered on it being a beacon of
morality (Harper et al., 2020; Harper & Perkins, 2018).

Yet, despite barriers to reporting, studies conducted by the Center for the
Prevention of Sexual and Domestic Violence indicate that approximately 15% of
religious leaders across denominations have engaged in sexual misconduct (Yardley,
2002). Further, estimates suggest that one out of every forty women who regularly (at
least monthly) attend religious services have been subjected to sexual advances by a
clergy member or leader in their congregation (Chaves & Garland, 2009). However, with
many who experience nonconsensual sexual experiences demonstrating difficulty
identifying their experience as sexual violence and sexual contact between clergy and
adult congregants often being labeled as “an affair between consenting adults,” the
prevalence may be far greater (Cashwell & Swindle, 2018; de Weger, 2016, 2022b;
Garland & Argueta, 2010; Kilimnik & Meston, 2019). Moreover, this only accounts for
one form of RSA, indicating that the amount of people harmed in religious contexts is

vast and still greatly under-recognized.



Background

Secrecy and silence are fundamental features of most forms of abuse and key
factors in underreporting (McPhillips, 2018a). However, in the case of religious abuse,
they are features, responses to, and consequences of the abuse (Oakley et al., 2018;
Oakley & Humphreys, 2019). In some cases, the encouragement or requiring of secrecy
is used to groom people for abuse (Spraitz & Bowen, 2021; Winters et al., 2022). Victims
are made to feel favored, priming them for the violations that follow. Once the abuse
ensues, Scripture is often misused, and religious concepts such as forgiveness are
employed to instill confusion, shame, and guilt to maintain a victim’s silence. This is
done by both the abuser and governing bodies within the church. As a result, a powerful
network is formed which, in the supposed interest of the church, revictimizes survivors
by silencing and isolating them (Ayodele, 2019; Clites, 2022; Crisp, 2010; Garland &
Argueta, 2010; Rashid & Barron, 2019; Royal Commission into Institutional Responses
to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017; Scarsella & Krehbiel, 2019; Spraitz & Bowen, 2021).

While silence may give the perception that occurrences of abuse are a rarity in the
church and that its carnage is minimal, research indicates otherwise. Abuse, in general,
has consistently been linked to profound social, emotional, physical, and spiritual
injuries. In addition, when abuses occur in childhood, development is often arrested, and
victims bear the scars for the duration of their lives (Blakemore et al., 2017; Dressing et
al., 2017, 2019; Dye, 2018; Easton et al., 2019). Further, research indicates that the closer
the relationship is between a perpetrator and victim, the more dependent the victim is on
the perpetrator and the more at risk that person is for poor psychological and behavioral

outcomes (Andersson et al., 2020; Lauricella et al., 2022; Maciel & Basto-Pereira, 2020;



Wills et al., 2022). What closer role can one hold than being turned to for comfort,
guidance, understanding, and leading a person to salvation?

While abuses by religious leaders are similar to those by other perpetrators
concerning their characteristics and the negative mental, social, and behavioral health
outcomes, the effects in religious contexts are distinct (McGraw et al., 2019; Panchuk,
2018; Pereda et al., 2022; Prusak & Schab, 2022). The trust people place in those
overseeing their souls makes them more vulnerable to abuses of power by clergy. It also
disturbs victims’ ability to identify, describe, and make meaning of their experiences
(Landa et al., 2019). This places victims, both minors and adults, at increased risk for
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and dissociative disorders (Bell et al., 2019; Bogen
et al., 2022; Heyder, 2022; Marotta-Walters, 2015). In addition, as members of the clergy
are often viewed idealistically as representations of morality and “goodness,” victims
experience what is referred to as religious duress, conflicting feelings of security, respect,
and fear (Awaad & Riaz, 2020; Benkert & Doyle, 2009; Plante, 2020b; Spraitz & Bowen,
2021). The ensuing distrust becomes pervasive and often extends to God (Isely et al.,
2008; McGraw et al., 2019; Pereda et al., 2022), resulting in crises of faith, alterations to
religious beliefs, and at times the abandoning of faith and complete disengagement from
the church (Leo et al., 2021; Prusak & Schab, 2022; Stevens et al., 2019). Therefore,
people’s dependency on their religious leaders may increase their risk for adverse
outcomes when abuses occur. However, voluntary and involuntary isolation when abuses
occur also blocks the protective benefits of social support, proper identification of the
experience as abuse, speedy response, and affirmation of innocence (Crisp, 2010; Easton

etal., 2019).



Social sciences have championed our recognition and understanding of RSA’s
prevalence, characteristics, and unique impacts. Yet, there has been less effort toward
pursuing and establishing theological underpinnings to contextualize this phenomenon.
RSA is a theological crisis that demands a theological solution (Edwards & Humphrey,
2020; Faggioli, 2019; Zollner, 2019). Nevertheless, there is a significant gap in the
theological discourse regarding the experience and impact of clergy-related abuse. Some
have even asserted that Christianity is “inadequate” in addressing the issue due to an
assumed inherent vulnerability to be more lenient in evaluating the moral failings of the
church and susceptibility to engage in self-protection by engaging in biased inquiry and
responses to abuse reports (Zamzow, 2018). Besides, when confronted by acts of abuse
perpetrated by the religious elite, those viewed as representations of Christ, reconciling
this truth with theological assertions of God as all-powerful, loving, and full of grace
presents unique challenges.

In response to this theological crisis, many have advocated for a “trauma
theology,” a framework that acknowledges God’s intentions for humanity and addresses
human vulnerability (Kidd, 2019; Rambo, 2019; Suh & Kim, 2019). This framework
would aim to accompany victims on their journey, standing on biblical truths, accounting
for human suffering, and attending to wounds as demonstrations (not just claims) of
God’s goodness and love (Groenewald, 2018; Rambo, 2019; Wendel, 2022).

While a “trauma theology” does not yet exist, theological concepts and biblical
truths have been emphasized within several branches of theology to aid our
understanding of and approach to healing victims of religious trauma. For example, it has

been suggested that by reflecting on God’s intentions for humanity, religious leaders,



sexuality, and the church, a more accurate understanding of the devastating and pervasive
impacts of clergy-related abuse can be achieved (Fortune, 2021; Wendel, 2022). For
example, biblical texts related to the creation account indicate that humanity was made in
God’s image (NIB, 1978/2011, Gen. 1:27). This biblical truth speaks to God’s intentions
for people to uphold and reflect specific standards as they increasingly become more and
more like him (Hammett, 2021). This concept also forms the foundation for God’s
expectations of leadership in caring for His people who, created in His image, are worthy
of dignity and respect. For instance, Scripture indicates the requirements of leaders as
self-control, dignified behavior, blamelessness, and righteousness by abstaining from
immoral conduct (1 Cor. 5:11-13, 1 Tim. 3:2, 8-10, 1 John 3:10). It is from these
foundational understandings and assumptions that inquiry into religious abuse should be
initiated, its nature conceptualized, the scope of its impacts understood, and ultimately in

which solutions and healing efforts should be grounded.

Problem Statement

In response to the sexual abuse scandal involving the abuse of children in the
Catholic Church, there has been a burgeoning of research looking at risk factors,
grooming strategies, characteristics, impacts, policy needs, and treatment options for
children abused by clergy. In addition, continued study has determined that clergy-related
abuse is a global problem impacting children in countries all around the world (Dressing
et al., 2019, 2021; Marotta, 2021), and in various religious institutions (Denney et al.,
2018; Oakley et al., 2018; Rashid & Barron, 2019; Witt et al., 2022). Further, committees

commissioned to investigate these abuses have aided in our awareness of religious abuse



as a systemic problem, enabled, to an extent, by patterns of clericalism and lack of
accountability among those deemed as the religious elite (Hahn, 2022; Keenan, 2022;
Plante, 2020b; Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse,
2017; Slater, 2019).

While the focus on child victims is warranted due to the egregious nature of these
abuses, Kathleen Sands (2003) poses an important question, Where are the women? This
question highlights the need for proper recognition of abuses of power toward adult
populations which is less prevalent in the existing literature. In particular, she highlights
the need to focus on women as a vulnerable population, one most at risk for abuses
perpetrated by clergy, especially when sexual or authoritarian in nature (Fortune, 2021;
Jacobs, 2000; Pooler & Frey, 2017). In the shadows of the #MeToo movement, the
hashtag “#ChurchToo” has been used by survivors to disclose accounts of sexual
victimization in adulthood within the context of the church (Bogen et al., 2022; Cloutier,
2019; Colwell & Johnson, 2020; Kivi, 2018). Accordingly, this has shed light on the
often ignored and greatly misunderstood experiences of many women whose abuses are
mislabeled and consequently not viewed as incidences of religious abuse (de Weger,
2016, 2022a, 2022b; de Weger & Death, 2018; Kivi, 2018; Sands, 2003). Accordingly,
another pattern of silencing is created, leaving the accounts of adult victims unheard,
distinct characteristics of their experience unknown, and therapeutic efforts targeting the
totality of impacts thwarted.

Furthermore, the experiences of exploited women are not only underrepresented
in scientific research but also theological discourse. Yet, unfortunately, the church has

not only been silent in acknowledging these abuses but also far too quiet in exploring



them from a biblical perspective and offering sound doctrine as a lens to understand,
name, and address these violations.

With the World Health Organization advocating for violence against women to be
considered a public health problem necessitating holistic and empathic response (World
Health Organization [WHO], 2021), and the #MeToo and #ChurchToo movements
demanding such, abuses in religious contexts must be taken into account. Existing
literature indicate that clergy-related abuses of women cause physical, psychological, and
spiritual harm. These harms include but are not limited to faith crises, trauma
symptomology, suicidal ideation, depression, sexual identity issues, substance abuse, and
relational challenges (de Weger, 2022b; de Weger & Death, 2018; Pooler & Barros-Lane,
2022). Continuing to ignore these abuses and their traumatic impacts in scientific and
theological study enables their continuation and the lack of adequate, holistic, and

empathic treatment that its victims need.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study was to use a phenomenological approach to describe
the impacts of RSA on women abused by religious leaders in adulthood, explore their
treatment experiences, and describe effective elements of the healing journeys for this

unique traumatic experience amongst this population.

Research Questions



RQ 1: How do women who have experienced abuse by a Christian religious
leader and completed therapy for it describe what led them to seek
therapy?

RQ 2: How do women who have experienced abuse by a Christian religious
leader and completed therapy for it describe their therapeutic/healing
processes?

RQ 3: How do women who have experienced abuse by a Christian religious
leader and completed therapy for it describe what they found helpful/not
helpful or effective/ineffective in their treatment/healing processes?

RQ 4: How do women who have experienced abuse by a Christian religious
leader and completed therapy for it describe factors influencing their

treatment/healing processes?

Assumptions and Limitations of the Study

The present study involved the following assumptions and limitations. It was
assumed that: (a) a phenomenological approach was the most appropriate means of
exploring the impacts and treatment of RSA; (b) participants would demonstrate an
understanding of the questions they were asked; (¢) participants would be truthful in their
responses to interview questions; (d) participants would demonstrate the ability to reflect
on their therapeutic journey and be comfortable discussing their experience; (e)
participants would be able to acknowledge their experience as being abusive; (f) as the
participants shared details of their experiences of abuse, themes would be identified that

would be present to some extent in each of the participants’ narratives; and that (g)
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themes surrounding effective therapeutic elements for women abused by clergy in their
adulthood would be able to be generated from the responses of the participants.

There were also unavoidable limitations related to the research design and
procedures that may compromise the validity of the results. For example, while there was
an assumption that participants would be comfortable discussing their therapeutic
experiences, the sensitivity of the topic, including acts that may be illegal, required
mandated reporting when appropriate. This could have interfered with participants’
comfort and resulted in censoring or dishonesty. In addition, the uncertainty or distress
associated with sharing traumatic religious experiences, especially if the individual is still
religious or connected to the religious organization where the abuse occurred, could have
impacted who volunteered for participation or what was shared. Lastly, while
informative, the study’s phenomenological methodology means the findings lack
generalizability. Therefore, identified themes may not represent the therapeutic

experiences of other RSA victims.

Theoretical Foundations of the Study
Shupe (1995) describes the relationship between “church elites” and the laity as
one of a trusted hierarchy. Like others, he highlights the fiduciary nature of the
relationship in that it involves an expectation of confidentiality, trust, reliance, and
emotional vulnerability (on the part of the laity) (de Weger, 2022b; de Weger & Death,
2018; Flynn, 2008; Shupe, 2020). As Stephens (2022) states, it is a relationship where
“the professional is trusted not to exploit the imbalance in power to his/her own

advantage.” Others assert that this is a “blind trust” in the special knowledge, skills,
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giftings, and expertise, particularly related to spiritual matters of the cleric (K. Kim,
2017; Raine & Kent, 2019). This notion of religious leaders being fiduciaries, expected to
act in the best interest of their congregants, is at the center of Shupe’s theory of clerical
malfeasance.

Shupe (1998b) defines clergy malfeasance as “the exploitation and abuse of a
religious group’s believers by trusted elites and leaders of that religion” (p. 1). The
abuses include illegal acts and those prohibited due to the professional or fiduciary nature
of the relationship between clerics and laity. Shupe challenges the belief that abuses
perpetrated by religious leaders result from “a few bad apples” and asserts that clergy
malfeasance occurs in systemic and structured contexts. His theory of clergy malfeasance
builds on Durkheim’s sociological perspective captured in his concept of social facts.
Durkheim posits that within every society, there are phenomena or facts that differ from
those studied by other natural sciences. He offers, as an example, that when he fulfills his
obligations “as brother, husband or citizen,” he is executing contracts and performing
externally defined obligations bound legally and customarily. He draws similarities to the
social contracts upheld by members of religious institutions whose beliefs and practices
serve as “‘external constraints,” integral to their lives and governing how they think and
act (Durkheim, 1966, as cited in K. Smith, 2014). Hence, Shupe contends that these
social facts provide the context for understanding why acts of malfeasance can and do
occur in religious institutions (Shupe, 2007).

In addition, Shupe’s theory of clergy malfeasance draws on elitist theory. This
theoretical perspective promotes elite rulership and deems a subset of members best to

handle the community’s affairs. This theory further upholds that this arrangement is
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inevitable in modern societies (Pakulski, 2018). Accordingly, Shupe (2017) contends that
within religious contexts, while power starts dispersed and spiritually egalitarian, it
inevitably becomes concentrated in “the hands of the relative few” who use their power
to control the remaining members of the organization (p. 51). He calls this the “iron law
of clergy elitism,” a religious variant of Michels’ “iron law of oligarchy,” which asserted
that oligarchy, or rulership by an elite few, is unavoidable (Shupe, 2007; Sluyter-Beltrdo,
2017). Shupe’s claims in his iron law of clergy elitism are observable through a review of
the history and governance of the church.

For instance, power is at work whenever people organize together toward a joint
mission. In this sense, power within itself is necessary and morally neutral. Further, it can
be deduced that the church is powerful by nature. It influences the lives of individuals in
every sector of the world. However, to do so, someone must make decisions concerning
the foci of the local church, the means of evangelism, methods of edification, and even
styles of worship. Therefore, as the church grew, organizational hierarchies were
established. Embedded in these hierarchies existed a continuum of options for the
concentration of power.

However, it is worth noting that the impartation of power is not a modern
phenomenon,; it is a biblical concept and was evident from the earliest stages of the
church. For example, Jesus chose and commissioned the disciples to go and make
disciples of all nations, baptizing and teaching new converts to obey the commandments
of God (New International Bible, 1978/2011, Matthew 28:19-20). Therefore, from its
earliest stages, hierarchy and power dynamics were observed in the governing of the

church. However, as a sacred social institution, the church is faced with the unique
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challenge of linking organizational requirements with the functional requirements of the
church as the house of God.

Scripture supports this in that it dictates the expectations of spiritual leadership
and the members entrusted to their care. These guidelines are timeless and command that
overseers live above reproach, care for the church, and serve as an example of Christ to
believers (NIB, 1978/2011, Acts 20:28; 1 Cor. 11:1; 1 Tim. 3:2). On the other hand, the
Bible instructs followers to obey and submit to their leaders (Heb. 13:17). Therefore,
acceptance and submission to authority are at the center of the church as a purposive
organization. Further, as an institution within greater society, the formal authority
structures observed in businesses are also present in religious organizations. Thus, like
their secular counterparts, religious organizations must seriously consider their
organizational structure, how that structure is governed, who holds the authority within
the church, and the inherent power dynamics. Such considerations are necessary as the
governmental systems of the church are not immune to the abuses of power observed in
secular institutions.

In his theory of clergy malfeasance, Shupe speaks of the hierarchical structural
contexts reflected in church polity and the patterns of authority that enable abuse
perpetration and victimization. He states:

All religions are hierarchies of social status and power, just as they are hierarchies

connecting spiritual realms of supernatural powers and entities with subordinate,

supplicating mortals. (The victims of clergy malfeasance and their advocates...
understand this fact better than anyone.) Moreover, that power is

disproportionately held by leaders who are ecclesiastically trained, ordained, or
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“called” to receive it. It is a power that is often undergirded by the loyalty and
respect of rank-and-file believers who are taught or encouraged to expect that
their leaders possess in large measure some special discernment or spiritual
insight and have the benevolent, ethical treatment of believers always uppermost
in mind. This sort of perceived normative power lends bishops, priests, rabbis,
swamis, ministers, deacons, superintendents, and pastoral counselors an enormous
force of moral persuasion. (Shupe, 1995, ch. 2, para. 3-4)

Shupe argues that this “enormous force of moral persuasion” makes RSAs possible and

inevitable.

The five axiomatic assumptions underlying the theory of clergy of malfeasance are as

follows:

1. Religious institutions are recognized as “hierarchies of unequal power.”

2. Religious elite hold, at the very least, a “greater power of moral persuasion” and
“theological authority.”

3. Churches are unique as they are “trusted hierarchies” that assume “good
intentions, nonselfish motives, benevolence, and spiritual insights/wisdom” of
religious leaders

4. Trusted hierarchies are characterized by an “opportunity structure” that enables
abuse, exploitation, and patterns of manipulation of church members by religious
leaders.

5. Therefore, clergy malfeasance, in any form, is not exceptional but rather is a

common phenomenon that should be expected due to opportunities and rationales
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that are afforded due to the very nature of trusted hierarchies. (Shupe, 1995, “Five

Axiomatic Statements About Religious Power” section)
Scripture illustrates how common of an experience clergy malfeasance is and validates
Shupe’s claims that they should be expected. Through biblical accounts of the early
church, we quickly observe the dilemma that power presents for Christians. For example,
disputes among the disciples regarding who was the greatest illustrate early instances of
competition for power among those who were “called” by Christ Himself (NIB,
1978/2011, Luke 22:24). Further, their seeking of status and position at the side of Christ
in the kingdom of God demonstrates their longing for prominence or elite status (Mark
10:35-37). In addition, problems related to financial gain and hunger for power were
observed among the elders throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia,
so much so that Peter addressed the issue specifically (1 Pet. 5:3-2). Whether it is Jesus’s
urging for humility among his chosen (Matt. 18:4) or Peter’s appeal to his fellow elders
(1 Pet. 5:1-4), the Bible highlights the importance of addressing issues surrounding power
in the church head-on. Not doing so can create governing structures that increase
opportunities for abuse of power. These governing structures are the systemic
hierarchical structural contexts that ground Shupe’s theory of malfeasance. The
consequent expectation and regularity of abuses of power in religious contexts are the
theoretical foundation for this project. While not often spoken of, RSAs occur with a

heartbreaking frequency and must be given the same focus as other forms of abuse.

Definition of Terms

The following is a list of definitions of terms that are used in this study.
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Betrayal — The breach of implicit or explicit trust and violation of expectations resulting
from harm by someone depended on (American Psychological Association, 2022b;
Maxwell, 2017).

Betrayal Trauma — A psychological reaction resulting from shattered assumptions and a
sense of betrayal due to violations of trust in fiduciary relationships. The theory posits
that the degree of dependence and trust present in the relationship is positively related to
the degree of betrayal and trauma symptomology (e.g., dissociation, numbing, and
forgetting) experienced when the person is wronged (Freyd, 2009; Pinciotti & Orcutt,
2021).

Clergy — While the term clergy is often used to refer to priests and Bishops, for the sake
of this study, clergy will refer to both ordained and unordained individuals who have a
position of authority over others within a religious environment. This includes but may
not be limited to bishops, pastors, priests, elders, ministers, deacons, and religious
educators (de Weger, 2020; Garland, 2006).

Clergy Malfeasance — A violation of expectations between religious leaders and
believers. It includes both illegal and unethical actions by those in positions of authority
for their own advantage or for the benefit of the organization they are a part of (Bromley
& Cress, 2000; Shupe, 1998b, 2007, 2017).

Clergy Sexual Misconduct Against Adults (CSMAA) — CSMAA refers to any sexual
behavior from religious leaders towards adult congregants. These sexual behaviors
comprise of acts that violate biblical, legal, and customary expectations (de Weger, 2016,

2020; de Weger & Death, 2018).
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Religious Setting — Any location that serves as a gathering place for believers where
activities are engaged in to support spiritual development (Swindle, 2017). Religious
settings also include institutions operated by the church or a religious leader or “off-site”
locations where church-sponsored activities occur (e.g., church-operated nonprofit
organizations, religious-oriented counseling settings, and missions locations) (Denney et
al., 2018)

Religious/Spiritual Abuse (RSA) — When not used synonymously, religious abuse
typically describes mental, physical, or financial abuses occurring in religious settings,
and spiritual abuse often refers to psychological abuses that impact the spiritual life and
well-being of a person. RSA incorporates both and accounts for abuses, exploitations,
and other violations within either category (Davis & Johnson, 2021; Demasure, 2022;
Oakley et al., 2018).

Religious Trauma — A distinct spectrum of symptoms perceived by the victim to result
from religious teachings, beliefs, or adverse experiences in religious settings or by
religious leaders and communities. These symptoms are experienced as overwhelming,
disruptive and long-lasting, impacting a person’s physical, psychological, relational,
emotional, or spiritual well-being.” (Slade et al., 2023)

Survivor / Victim — Victim and survivor are two labels most commonly used to refer to
people who have suffered various forms of maltreatment—however, there is ongoing
debate surrounding which label is appropriate. Concern about the internalization of the
victim label has supported the preference for the use of survivor. Yet, while using
survivor can be empowering, it can also support the false impression that the harmed

individual has overcome the impacts of the violation they experienced. Therefore, for the



18

duration of this project, the term victim is used. This usage is not meant to imply
weakness, as is often associated with the label, or impose a category or stereotype on
those who experienced RSAs. Instead, victim is used to emphasize the vulnerability,
pervasive impacts, and at least perceived lack of agency characteristic of RSAs (Delker et
al., 2020; Schwark & Bohner, 2019; Setia & An, 2022).

Trauma — There is no unified definition for trauma; however, Viktor Frankl states, “an
abnormal reaction to an abnormal situation is normal behavior” (Frankl, 2014, p. 14).
Accordingly, trauma is a normative and persistent psychological response to experiences
that violate the normal expectations of human experience and are deeply distressing or

disturbing (Center for Substance Abuse Treatment (US), 2014; Rosen, 2018).

Significance of the Study

While there has been a proliferation of research on religious abuses, it has focused
primarily on the sexual abuse of boys in the Catholic Church. This has caused an
erroneous perception that religious abuse is a Catholic problem and one that only impacts
children (Rashid & Barron, 2019). However, people of every age and across various
religious backgrounds find themselves sexually, financially, physically, and emotionally
abused and exploited by religious leaders. Recent qualitative research has attempted to
give voice to the experiences of non-Catholic and adult survivors. However, the research
is sparse, and further study is needed. Existing literature underscores this need as it
indicates women are more likely to be victimized by clergy than minors (de Weger &
Death, 2018; Flynn, 2008; Pooler & Frey, 2017). Yet, while there are qualitative studies

of adults detailing their experiences of religious abuse as children (Easton et al., 2019;
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Isely et al., 2008; Prusak & Schab, 2022), there is a significant lack of research on the
experiences those abused in adulthood or describing ways their subjective experiences
are unique from those of younger counterparts.

Furthermore, while research has begun to explore therapists’ experiences in
treating religious trauma victims (Pargament & Exline, 2022; M. L. Saunders, 2020), the
clinical presentation and therapeutic needs and experiences of these victims from their
own perspectives remain absent in existing literature. Moreover, other RSAs, such as
financial exploitation, authoritarian leadership, and the mis- or selective use of Scripture,
are nearly nonexistent in scientific literature and are mainly discussed through
mainstream media following a scandal. This leaves a significant gap in research
highlighting commonalities and differences in impacts resulting from various experiences
of RSA and consequent therapeutic needs.

In addition to the need for further study of the subjective experiences of religious
abuse, there is a need to examine the therapeutic needs of victims. Within the last decade,
much attention has been given to identifying evidence-based practices for treating trauma
(Schnyder & Cloitre, 2022). However, little attention has been given to the unique
presentation and clinical needs of those suffering from RSA. This lack of focus to date is
negligible as it has consistently been shown that traumatic experiences have spiritual
impacts (Ben-Ezra et al., 2010; Courtois, 2017; Doyle, 2009; Leo et al., 2021). It has also
been shown that when traumatic experiences have spiritual elements, the impact on the
victim’s spiritual selves is even more devastating (Cockayne et al., 2020; Panchuk, 2018;

Prusak & Schab, 2022; Swindle, 2017).



20

Existing research has also emphasized the significant role that religion and
spirituality can play in post-traumatic growth (Allen et al., 2017; Gardner, 2022; Park et
al., 2017; Yazici et al., 2021; Zeligman et al., 2020). Yet, professionals often neglect to
explore and incorporate spiritual topics even when religious duress or spiritual crises are
noted (Wilmshurst et al., 2022). As we continue to learn of the pervasiveness of RSAs
and the impacts of these violations on all aspects of victims’ lives, especially on their
spiritual selves and religious experiences post-trauma, not addressing spiritual issues in
their therapeutic process is a disservice. There is a need to explore the therapeutic
journeys of victims of RSA to identify what is effective and how, or if, spiritual elements
are being addressed to provide whole-person care to victims of this unique betrayal. Such
a focus is imperative to identify or develop evidence-based treatments for this particular
population.

The present study will address these gaps in research by exploring the subjective
experiences of those victimized in adulthood by spiritual leaders and what they identify
as being therapeutically effective and vital to their healing process. The findings of this
study will add to the current body of research by providing adult RSA victims a voice and
identifying themes related to symptoms experienced as a result of the abuse and elements
of their therapeutic process. Further, it will provide practical implications for needed
modifications to current treatment modalities or toward identifying alternative treatment

options to aid in healing this all too prevalent phenomenon.

Summary
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Judith Herman (1992) states that ‘‘traumatic events are extraordinary, not because
they occur rarely, but rather because they overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to
life.” This assertion sparked a plethora of research validating just how ordinary of an
occurrence traumatic events such as acts of abuse are and the plethora of ways they
interfere with victims’ everyday functioning. Shupe’s theory of clergy malfeasance
furthers Herman’s claim, contending that traumatic events are ordinary and should be
expected, even in the context of the church.

While the church has an identified purpose, focused on the well-being, spiritual
development, and overall growth of its members, one cannot deny that as a social
institution, it is vulnerable to abuses of power that have lasting effects on victims.
Unfortunately, it has taken the sexual abuse scandal of the Catholic Church, books about
narcissistic pastors, and media coverage about financial exploitation to raise awareness of
these evils. Yet, even with the proliferation of research rising on the heels of mainstream
media, there are still victims whose experiences were silenced and unacknowledged and
who continue to be blamed for their abuses. RSAs are unfortunately all too common and
deeply damaging. Therefore, continued study is warranted to offer victims a voice and
make every effort to provide thorough and effective means of approaching their healing

processes.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview

With nine out of ten Americans believing in a “higher power” (Pew Research
Center, 2018), it is understandable that researchers across multiple disciplines have
pursued an understanding of the relationship between religion or spirituality (R/S) and
various aspects of the human experience. The general conclusion is that people’s
religious worldview influences most aspects of their lives, including their moral
judgments, decisions concerning their health, how they cope with adversity, and how
they find meaning in their very existence (Aloysius, 2020; Borisova et al., 2021; Lewis
Hall & Hill, 2019; Shaikh, 2018). Consequently, the integration of R/S in the physical
and mental healthcare systems has been advocated, with many asserting that “whole-
person care,” which considers a person’s spiritual health in addition to their physical and
emotional well-being, supports more robust outcomes (Liefbroer et al., 2019; Matise et
al., 2018; Peteet et al., 2019).

The code of ethics for organizations such as the American Counseling
Association (2014) reflects a commitment toward whole-person care. It discourages
discrimination on the basis of religious or spiritual beliefs and encourages assessment,
and therefore inclusion, of R/S in counseling (Sections C.5., E.8.). Further, the
Association for Spiritual, Ethical and Religious Values in Counseling (ASERVIC) issued
a set of competencies to support clinicians in addressing R/S issues in counseling (Hull et
al., 2016). These guidelines encourage counselors to respond to clients’ discussions about
their religious experiences with acceptance and sensitivity. In addition, since

approximately 41% of individuals rely heavily on their religious beliefs to determine
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what is right or wrong (Pew Research Center, 2015), incorporation of such principles in
clinical settings can provide an effective tool for guiding clients’ decisions.

However, what happens when the wrong being evaluated involves messages
taught and experiences that occur within religious institutions themselves? What happens
when the practices and experiences found to have protective and advantageous impacts
are misused or are abusive, having deleterious effects on their adherents? Within the past
few decades, there has been a proliferation of research naming, describing, and
characterizing traumatic R/S experiences. While much of this research has been in
reaction to the sexual abuse scandal of the Catholic Church, more recent investigations
clarify that RSA is not uniquely a Catholic issue but rather occurs in various religious
institutions (Oakley et al., 2018; Rashid & Barron, 2019). Further, research on the abuses
within the Catholic Church has primarily focused on children victimized by priests and
even more on the experience of boys (Dressing et al., 2019, 2021; McPhillips, 2018a;
McPhillips et al., 2022). However, the recent emergence of the #MeToo and related
#ChurchToo movements have supported increased awareness that adults also experience
clergy-perpetrated abuses; yet, their victimization is considerably under-acknowledged
(Ambrose & Alexander, 2019; Colwell & Johnson, 2020; Pooler & Barros-Lane, 2022).
In fact, aside from children, women are particularly vulnerable to abuses perpetrated by
religious leaders and are often the targets of abuses of authority by religious leaders
(Bromley & Cress, 2000; Jacobs, 2000; Keul, 2022).

Furthermore, the emphasis on the sexual abuse of children in extant literature can
be misleading as RSAs are not always sexual and are also not always intentional.

Nevertheless, it has consistently been shown that regardless of the characteristics of the
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abuse or population impacted, adverse R/S experiences always lead to immense
suffering, affecting every aspect of a person’s being. This makes the traumatic impacts of

abusive R/S experiences an issue that warrants scientific and theological attention.

Description of Search Strategy

The search strategy for the current project involved utilizing the Liberty
University Online Library to locate peer-reviewed articles. Databases used to support the
research and development of this project included EBSCO QuickSearch, JSTOR, and
ProQuest Central. Google Scholar was also used to find open-access articles. Keyword
searches were employed using terms extrapolated from the research topic and questions.
For example, the keywords used in the preliminary search included: religious abuse,
spiritual abuse, and religious trauma. Related concepts and terms identified from relevant
articles during the preliminary search were then used to expand the search. This added to
the search terms such as: clergy-perpetrated abuse, clergy abuse, clergy sexual abuse,
abuse of power, betrayal trauma, #ChurchToo, CSMAA or clergy sexual misconduct
against adults, and CPSAA or clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse of adults. These terms
were then used to construct Boolean search phrases with variations to ensure exhaustive
search results. Phrase searching using quotation marks around the identified terms was
also used to support the relevance of search results.

In addition to searching databases by keywords, reference lists of relevant articles
were used to identify related sources. Next, citation searches were conducted to locate
articles cited by other authors to confirm ideas and extend knowledge of specific

concepts and theories.
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Following the preliminary search, delimitations were used to focus on the
population of interest. This included adding the terms “adult” and “adult women” to
Boolean searches. The search was further limited to peer-reviewed articles published in
the last five years (2017 — 2022), and results that contained the full-text article.

Biblical research was conducted using OpenBible.info to engage in a topical study
of scriptures related to abuse, leadership, and power. These terms were extrapolated from
the theoretical lens guiding the current research project. Brief discussions of these topics
were reviewed using GotQuestions.org, a database of articles related to various biblical
questions. Additional databases used to support the research and development of this
project from a biblical perspective included EBSCO QuickSearch and Atla Religion

Database with AtlaSerials Plus.

Review of Literature

The term religious/spiritual abuse appears to be paradoxical. Empirical research
on religion often focuses on the benefits of a religious or spiritual worldview, including
how it is a protective factor, buffering people from the negative outcomes of adverse life
experiences (Ilyashenko et al., 2021; Pertek, 2022; Williams et al., 2021). Further, the
social support obtained from involvement in religious institutions positively correlates
with various health-related outcomes and emotional well-being (Braganza et al., 2022;
Holt et al., 2018; Homan & Hollenberger, 2021; Mpofu, 2018). In addition, when
religious individuals experience internal conflicts, duress, or strain related to sacred

matters, their R/S has also served as a solution to their distress by providing an
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interpretive framework through which they can make meaning of their experiences (Ano
et al., 2017; Wilt et al., 2019; Zarzycka et al., 2020).

While various aspects of a person’s religious experience often serve as a solution
for many tribulations experienced in life, there is a growing body of research
acknowledging that there are times when these same factors are used in a manner that
causes considerable harm. These dynamics, acts, and experiences are referred to as acts
of RSA. Currently, there is no agreed-upon definition for RSA; however, many
researchers have tried to categorize specific acts that can be classified as such. This feat
has not been without challenges. Some of the same inconsistencies that plague religious
studies have also impacted the ability to define the phenomena of RSA.

Defining Religious/Spiritual Abuse (RSA)

With the recognition of the psychology of religion as a formal discipline,
researchers faced the challenges of defining religion and identifying ways to assess its
presentation in people’s lives (Wulff, 2019). Part of the challenge in defining religion
relates to differentiating religion from spirituality. Both terms have been inconsistently
defined, at times used interchangeably and other times used to describe distinct concepts
(Khalsa et al., 2020; Lalani, 2020; Mishra et al., 2017). Some argue that the two concepts
are interrelated, with one leading to or enhancing the development of the other (Carey,
2018; Van Niekerk, 2018). Others assert that while most people are both religious and
spiritual or neither, it is possible to be one and not the other (D. Saunders et al., 2020;
Simmons, 2021; Van Niekerk, 2018). When distinctions are made, religion or
religiousness is typically used to describe institutional, doctrinal, and social

characteristics or outward expressions or practices. On the other hand, spirituality is often
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described as a broader experience, capturing the “sensed,” subjective experience and
quest for the sacred (Gschwandtner, 2021; Lalani, 2020; Steinhauser et al., 2017;
Weathers, 2019).

The challenges defining religion and spirituality and inconsistencies in their
operationalization extend to the nascent research on RSA. The same patterns of
inconsistencies are observed. Some bodies of literature distinguish religious abuse from
spiritual abuse, while others use the concepts interchangeably. For example, Swindle
(2017) acknowledges the interchangeability of religious and spiritual abuse, opting to use
the term “religious abuse” to refer to the phenomenon of interest. She takes a broad
approach to operationalization, stating that any experience in a religious setting that the
victim would classify as abusive should be acknowledged as an experience of religious
abuse.

On the other hand, one of the most exhaustive uses of the term “spiritual abuse” in
literature was by Johnson and Van Vonderen (2005) in their discussion of the abuse of
power and tactics of coercive control in Christian churches. They defined spiritual abuse
as “the mistreatment of a person who is in need of help, support or greater spiritual
empowerment, with the result of weakening, undermining or decreasing that person’s
spiritual empowerment” (p. 20). They further elaborate that spiritual abuse involves
“words and actions that tear down another, or attack or weaken a person’s standing as a
Christian” (p. 23) for self-gratification or to promote one’s position or beliefs. This
definition emphasizes the internal, less observable, spiritual aspects of the experience
(e.g., “spiritual standing” and “standing as a Christian”). Hence, the label “spiritual”

rather than “religious” seems appropriate. Similarly, spiritual abuse has also been defined
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as “A hijacking of the most intimate dimension of the human being: his relationship to
the transcendence” (Janssens & Corre, 2017, as cited in Demasure, 2022).

Finally, in defining adverse religious experiences, others opt to capture the
multifaceted and often interconnectedness of religion and spirituality. The
term religious/spiritual abuse (RSA) reflects the phenomenon’s complexity. This
complex construct or conceptual combination captures the external and subjective aspects
of the abusive experience. In summation, RSA is “difficult to put into words.” However,
Oakley and Humphreys (2019) assert that RSA needs to be well-defined “to avoid the
term losing its meaning and becoming a ‘catch all” which prevents the church from
bringing genuine, loving, and much-needed challenge to it” (p. 18). Such a definition
must attempt to capture the various aspects of the phenomenon. As this project aims to
explore the complexity of this concept, the term religious/spiritual abuse (RSA) will be
used for the duration of this paper. This usage is to respectfully acknowledge that abuses
occurring in religious contexts take on several forms, some of which relate to doctrinal
and institutional elements (religious) and others that target the core of a person’s being
and their sense of spiritual self (spiritual).

Existing literature also reflects irregularities in the operationalization of RSA.
Broadly speaking, RSA refers to mental, physical, sexual, emotional, and financial
exploitations within religious contexts. However, many researchers focus on only one of
these facets. This is particularly notable in research focused on the abuses occurring in
the Catholic Church. While concentrated attention on these egregious offenses is merited,
this narrow focus can give the false impression that RSA is only sexual in nature. It can

also imply that RSAs are only at the hands of priests. However, Swindle’s (2017)
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delineation of RSA by categories related to perpetration highlights that clerics are not
solely responsible for harm in religious environments. She asserts that abuse can also be
perpetrated by religious groups and by others in the lives of victims who use religious
concepts and elements as a means of control or negligence.

Similarly, Bottoms et al. (2004) identify three domains of RSA. First, they note
circumstances where abusers maintain that God encourages or sanctions their behaviors.
These circumstances often involve using religious texts to promote or justify acts of
abuse. For example, in some instances of child abuse, the scripture stating “sparing the
rod” indicates hatred toward one’s child or admonishing parents to not withhold
discipline (NIB, 1978/2011, Prov. 13:24) is misinterpreted and read outside of the larger
narrative of God’s love and grace and used to justify corporal punishment. Similarly,
scriptures like Ephesians 5:22 commanding wives to “submit” to their husbands “as to
the Lord” are used by abusers to rationalize domestic violence, doing an injustice to the
text by interpreting and using it outside of its literary context. The other two domains
detailed by Bottoms et al. (2004) mirror categories noted by Swindle (2017). They
include abuses that occurred in religious settings (i.e., places of religious gathering) and
those perpetrated by religious leaders, regardless of the setting or type of abuse.

Sexual Violations

As previously stated, research on the clergy sexual abuse scandal in the Catholic
Church has brought significant awareness to the issue of sexual abuse within religious
contexts. Such violations validate Jude’s concerns about those who would creep into the
church unnoticed, perverting God’s grace to practice sexual pleasures (NIB, 1978/2011

Jude 4). A 2020 report revealed that 2,982 new allegations of sexual abuse were made
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against priests and other church personnel in the 2018-2019 audit year. This was three
times the previous audit year (Crary, 2020). Further, a survey of pastors indicated that
37% of pastors across Christian denominations admitted to having engaged in
inappropriate sexual behavior with a member of their church (Thoburn et al., 2011).
Moreover, while existing literature primarily focuses on children, leaving adult
victimization greatly under-studied, research indicates that sexual harassment and
exploitation are significant areas of vulnerability, particularly for women. Literature
suggests that most victims of clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse (CPSA) are women, who
are more likely to be sexually violated in their local congregation than in their places of
employment (Flynn, 2008; Kennedy, 2003; Pooler & Frey, 2017). This problem is not a
contemporary issue. There is documentation of sexual abuses by religious leaders in the
medieval church, noting concern about power imbalances in sexual relationships between
Roman Catholic clerics and lay members of the church (Shupe, 1995, 1998b).
Furthermore, efforts to quantify this phenomenon have led to estimations that four times
as many Catholic priests violated their professional boundaries by engaging in some form
of sexual activity with adult women than minors. This approximation places women at
the highest risk of R/S-related sexual victimization (Sipe, 1994, as cited in de Weger &
Death, 2018). In the largest nationwide study of clergy sexual misconduct against adults,
Chaves and Garland (2009) estimate that over 3% of women who regularly attend
religious services have experienced sexual advances by a leader within their
congregation.

While it is easier to identify specific violations as being abusive when perpetrated

against minors, it can be more challenging identifying abuses among the adult population.
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In general, nonconsensual sexual experiences (NSEs) are often not recognized or
identified as sexual abuse, even though they involve coercion, force, abuses of power,
and exploitation (Kilimnik & Meston, 2019). Labeling these acts as abusive can be even
more challenging when involving elements of the sacred or when the perpetrator is the
shepherd of one’s soul. As trust is at the core of covenantal relationships, such as that
between clergy and parishioners (Bromley & Cress, 2000), congregants can find it
difficult to reconcile their beliefs concerning their leader (or the office the individual is
holding) and occurrences of abuse (Garland & Argueta, 2011). Instead, the dominant
narrative regarding sexual activities between clergy and adult congregants is that it is a
consensual affair (de Weger, 2022b; de Weger & Death, 2018; Garland, 2006; Pooler &
Frey, 2017). Women, in particular, are often labeled as being “seductive,” which induces
self-blame (Kennedy, 2003). Further, their connection and spiritual dependency on their
perpetrator can support a perceived obligation to protect them and the church’s
reputation. In addition, fear of social impacts (e.g., isolation, dis-membership) has been
found to impact disclosure (Bogen et al., 2022; Lusky-Weisrose et al., 2021; Royal
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017) which may also
hinder proper identification of the experience as being abusive.

Despite the challenges of identifying and properly labeling sexual violations of
adults in religious contexts, existing research identifies specific patterns that characterize
clergy-perpetrated sexual abuse of adults (CPSAA). These patterns involve elements of
coercion, manipulation, exploitation, and misuse of sacred texts/passages of Scripture or
messaging through religious teachings (Oakley et al., 2018). While coercion,

manipulation, and exploitation are often conflated, and misuse of religiousness is often
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discussed within the context of one of the former three concepts, they represent
experiences that are distinct yet often overlapping. For example, the use of coercion
involves persuading or pressuring victims to acquiesce to unwanted sexual acts through
the use of lies, promises, and verbal threats or blackmail (e.g., to defame the victim or
share privileged details about the victim’s private life) (Garrido-Macias et al., 2022; S. G.
Smith et al., 2017). It leaves victims feeling as though they have no choice. Research
indicates that coercion is a central element of RSA. In a study assessing people’s
understanding of spiritual abuse, all participants indicated coercion as a defining feature
of RSA (Oakley et al., 2018). Victims finding themselves restrained by coercive control
describe experiences of rape, intercourse involving penetration, sexual harassment,
fondling, inappropriate touch, or sexually suggestive comments and jokes (de Weger,
2022b; Garland & Argueta, 2010). Some reported acquiescing to demands without
question, believing their leader would curse them and “offer them to Satan” if they
resisted (Sibanda & Humbe, 2020).

Acts of manipulation differ from coercion in that it is less threatening and
involves influencing via deception or taking advantage of or inducing specific emotional
states to meet one’s own needs (Landa et al., 2019; Noggle, 2020). It is often considered
more subtle than coercion, yet just as dangerous. Victims are lied to, given false
promises, misled, and fed information to induce false assumptions and self-deception.
Their emotions (i.e., fear, sympathy, gratitude), needs, and weaknesses are played upon,
amplified, or minimized to benefit the religious leader. These tactics skew the victim’s
perspective, eventually seeing the sexual advances and violations in a manner

advantageous to the religious leader. De Weger (2022b) asserts that religious leaders



33

often use “‘spiritual’ persuasion to remold an abusive event into one ‘approved by God’.”
Potential victims are told they are “chosen” or “special,” grooming them for the abuse
(Cashwell & Swindle, 2018). One victim described spiritual readings “chosen specially
for her” and left for her daily by her pastor, which led to him asking her to meet with him
for “spiritual direction” (Garland, 2013). Gifts often induce feelings of happiness and
gratitude in potential victims, and because they hold religious significance, they are
difficult to resist. This allows the perpetrator to take advantage of the person’s emotional
state, eventually communicating, albeit subtly, an expectation of some form of
reciprocity. Victims have described subsequent private meetings where religious leaders
may share personal details about their lives, such as problems in their marriage, further
playing on the individual’s emotions. Comments and behaviors often become
increasingly sexual, intermingled with contrite expressions, further confusing the victim
(Garland, 2013; Garland & Argueta, 2010, 2011). This pattern mirrors those identified in
the literature concerning the grooming and sexual abuse of children. For example, in
examining contextual characteristics of alleged abuses of children in religious
environments, Denney et al. (2018) found that most sexual offenses occurred inside the
church and most often in the religious leader’s office (38.9%) under the guise of special
instruction. Other studies have detailed similar findings, asserting that the use of such
locations allowed repeated access and isolation (Sakurai, 2018; Winters et al., 2022).
Exploitation refers to occurrences where religious leaders use the vulnerabilities
of their followers against them. Meyer (2021a) asserts that even the obedience of
followers, which is entrenched in most religious contexts (yet, not without variance in its

interpretation), can be exploited. However, while there has been little focus on adult
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vulnerability to exploitation in religious contexts in the US, detailed accounts of such
experiences can be found among non-US populations. For instance, the combination of
vulnerability in the form of poverty, lack of access to resources, and unique emphasis on
spiritism among citizens in countries like Zimbabwe and Nigeria and the positional
power of “prophets” or religious leaders in those countries have been found to illustrate
conditions ripe for exploitation. Research details accounts of religious leaders demanding
sex from followers for “blessings” (Sibanda, 2018). For example, Agazu (2016) exposed
the experiences of female church members who sought help from “men of God” for
various ailments. The healing offered by religious leaders involved exorcisms requiring
the “anointing” of their genitalia. “Spiritual transactions” such as “free sex...for seven
days” were also prescribed, with one victim reporting the prophet anointed “her breasts
and private part with oil.” The prophet called the repeated sexual assault of his victim
“holy sex” and brainwashed her to believe that if she told anyone of the sacred ritual, she
would die. In these cases, desperation enhances the risk of abuse of power in any form
(e.g., wealth, spiritual capital). Victims may even initiate sexual contact, believing it is
integral to their salvation (Hopkins, 1998, as cited in Garland, 2006) or that their healing
was conditioned on obedience to these demands (Landa et al., 2019).

While these cases seem extreme, they are very real for many adults exploited in
religious contexts. Yet they are not meant to overshadow the common and less noticeable
incidences of exploitation occurring daily in religious institutions. These experiences may
not be illegal, but for the person seeking spiritual counsel, spiritual advisement, or
discipleship whose needs are acknowledged and validated yet placing them on a path

leading to sexual violation, they are just as unhealthy and damaging. For example, it has
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been suggested that most RSA occurs in the context of pastoral care or counseling
(Leimgruber, 2022). This is most thoroughly illustrated in research from locations like
the UK or Australia, where there has been a concerted effort to expose vulnerability and
advocate for policies that safeguard adults seeking pastoral care (Oakley et al., 2018;
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017).

Finally, when people think of RSA in any form, they often think of patterns
involving the use of religious texts, divine rationales, or spiritual concepts to enact,
enable, or justify the abuse. Oakley (2018) explains that such tactics, when used to
control another, are features of RSA distinguishable from all other forms of abuse.
Spiritual threats, as described above, are often accompanied by the misuse of Scripture
and are used both to violate victims and cover up the abuse. Victims involved in sexual
violations and already experiencing confusion are also gripped with spiritual anguish
thinking they will be cursed by God or “spiritually damned” if they disclose their abuse.
God is often conflated with the abuser, and victims believe that telling puts them at war
with their religious leader and God (Chowdhury et al., 2021). Some religious leaders
express this publicly when disclosures are made. Such was the case when four men filed
a lawsuit alleging experiences of sexual exploitation after seeking spiritual mentorship
from a well-known mega-church bishop. They reported experiences of unwanted
“kissing, massaging, masturbating, oral sexual contact, sexual touching, and other sexual
acts.” In denying their claims, Bishop Eddie Long publicly used biblical narratives,
stating, “I feel like David against Goliath. But I’ve got five rocks, and I haven’t thrown
one yet” (Chipumuro, 2014; Spaulding, 2018). Using this well-known story from the

Bible implied that the bishop was David, God’s chosen, and the victims were Goliath, an
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enemy of God’s people who publicly mocked them and sought to destroy them. In this
respect, the perpetrator was using religious text to elicit support from fellow believers,
inviting them to join him in what was actually the revictimization of these men.

On the other hand, perpetrators may use similar tactics to lead their victims to
believe that God is watching and assessing their obedience. Abusers may claim that lack
of compliance is unacceptable to God and makes one a bad Christian (Oakley et al.,
2018). For example, in discussing the religious trauma caused by clergy-related sexual
violence, Tobin (2019) records the experience of a victim who describes being made to
recite prayers acknowledging God’s worthiness while being raped by “God’s
representative.” Her pastor used Scripture to justify the abuse.

Finally, in consideration of the previously discussed domains of RSA, R/S-related
sexual abuse is not only perpetrated by clergy but abuses have been perpetrated against
leaders by their counterparts. For example, Ford and Glimps (2019) found systemic and
cultural patterns of male dominance contributed to the objectification and perpetration of
sexual violence against African nuns by the priests and bishops they work alongside.
Similarly, Argentinian nuns have reported similar violations expressing that they
“constantly felt scared” due to warnings and threats following their disclosure (Calatrava,
2022). These women, who assert being called to their appointment by God, faced threats
of expulsion or having to leave their congregations for safety. The experiences of these
nuns have sparked a new movement, #NunsToo, initiated by a former nun, RSA victim,
and theologian Doris Wagner Reisinger (Meyer, 2021b). From the various patterns

discussed, it is undeniable that R/S-related sexual abuse is a significant problem primarily
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affecting women but also impacting people across religious orientations, ages, and any
other demographic grouping.
Authoritarian Experiences (Narcissistic Leadership)

Regarding RSA, less has been written about authoritarian experiences in religious
contexts. This involves the excessive use of authority to establish and brandish power
over congregants (Shupe, 2020). Research exploring this aspect of RSA has primarily
focused on religious leaders’ personality characteristics or leadership styles. For example,
Ward (2011) looked at the subjective experience of RSA for six individuals who had
previously belonged to Christian churches. He compared their experiences to those of
domestic violence victims or employees who experienced bullying in their workplace,
with accounts of being disregarded, yelled at, bullied, threatened, criticized, or controlled
through excessive monitoring. The toxic leadership style that facilitates these experiences
is often referred to as narcissistic leadership.

As pastors are people, they can have the same undesirable personality traits as
those in the general population. Although some may assert otherwise, pastors were also
born in sin; therefore, they can have inflated views of themselves and be blinded to the
fact that they demonstrate behaviors unbecoming of spiritual leadership. Patterns of self-
centeredness and grandiose thinking of oneself that would now be conceptualized as traits
of narcissism are captured in the biblical description of pride (Proverbs 6:16-19). God not
only “opposes the proud” (NIB, 1978/2011, James 4:6), but Christ Himself stated that
“everyone who exalts himself will be humbled” (Luke 14:11). Yet, pastors and religious
leaders who exhibit narcissistic tendencies exhibit such characteristics. Some patterns

characteristic of narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) include an elevated sense of self,
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lack of empathy, an excessive need for admiration, a sense of entitlement, arrogance,
envy, and exploitativeness (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). In general,
connection to an individual who is narcissistic or who exhibits these personality traits can
be a psychologically and emotionally abusive experience. Consequently, family members
and loved ones of narcissistic individuals are often viewed as victims of domestic
violence (Howard, 2019).

Studies examining the association of various interpersonal behaviors with
narcissism find inclinations for intense and prolonged bouts of rage, poor anger control,
vengefulness, low self-control, and antagonistic predispositions (Czarna et al., 2021; Du
et al., 2022; Fatfouta et al., 2022; Wright et al., 2017). Further, narcissists are
overconfident and see themselves as “perfect” with little need for improvement, often
exaggerating their knowledge or experience (Dunaetz et al., 2018). Narcissists also lack
loyalty to others. They are more likely to have extramarital affairs and pressure others
into sexual relationships (Castronova & Wilson, 2018; Howard, 2019; Hughes et al.,
2020; Lamarche & Seery, 2019). These behavioral patterns can be particularly dangerous
for someone in a leadership position, as people are attracted to them, often seeking them
for direction (Dunaetz et al., 2018). Consequently, with others that answer to or desire to
answer to them, narcissistic leaders have people who are easy targets for their behaviors.

Narcissistic pastors and religious leaders, including those who are subclinical or
demonstrate narcissistic traits but have not been officially diagnosed, are no exception.
They, too, can cause immense harm to individual victims, the congregation as a whole,
and others exposed to their behavior via various platforms (e.g., televised services and

conferences). Though rarely studied, Puls (2022) categorized toxic and narcissistic clergy
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into two categories: overt and covert narcissists. Both types of narcissists need to be in total
control. Yet, covert narcissists are introverted and less braggadocios than their counterparts.
However, according to Puls (2022), these leaders are emotionally fragile, often projecting
blame and consequent punishment on others when they feel threatened. These pastors and
leaders present as friendly; however, they see themselves as victims, suffering “as Christ”
with ungrateful followers and incompetent staff.

On the other hand, overt narcissists are extroverted. They are charming, exhibit high
energy, and are intelligent, having lots to offer the religious institutions they are a part of. It is
traits such as these that many congregants find attractive and that compel them to join local
ministries (DeGroat, 2020; Dunaetz et al., 2018; Lee, 2022). However, this attractive trait is
later seen through clearer eyes as pride and behaviors driven by arrogance, grow increasingly
destructive as the leader gains popularity, influence, and often monetary gain (Langberg,
2020). Conflict is inescapable as the flip side of the coin for overt narcissists is that while
charismatic, they are openly hostile. For example, charismatic leaders see themselves and
demand that others see them as representatives of God, carrying out His will and therefore
are above reproach (Jacobs, 2000). They increasingly demand devotion and loyalty from their
followers.

Narcissistic leaders are disproportionately men, and they thrive in environments
that uphold a reverence for authority (DeGroat, 2020; Leary & Ashman, 2018). Relatedly,
Jacobs (2000) asserts that charismatic leaders in the contemporary church exercise authority
and entitlement reflective of Christian patriarchy. Hence, she suggests that patriarchal
structures and male dominance are the starting point for studying abuses in the context of the
church. Jacobs also asserts that women are particularly vulnerable to toxic charismatic

leadership due to the tendency of women to be objectified and sexualized, viewed as
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something the leader is entitled to, something to be possessed. Narcissistic pastors will use
their spiritual authority to not only abuse but silence and subjugate women. They herald and
promote traditional gender roles that uphold the submission and subordination of women
(DeGroat, 2020). Further, overtly narcissistic leaders see no wrong in pressuring people into
sexual relationships or making other demands on their followers. They feel they are entitled
to use others in any manner that benefits them and that their acts are justified.

The Bible holds immense power, and congregants describing their experiences of
authoritarian abuse in the church report the use of Scripture to “beat [them] over the head”
(Oakley & Humphreys, 2019). In a podcast hosted by Christianity Today about the growth
and eventual destruction of the mega-church Mars Hill, former followers described their
experience with the “cussing pastor” Mark Driscoll. The podcast featured audio footage from
workshops Driscoll led. In it, he verbally attacked and mocked men whom he felt lacked
“biblical masculinity,” commenting on their style of worship (Cosper, 2021, 28:21). He was
combative, arguing with members of the audience, using slurs, and promoting stereotypes.
Other guests on the podcast discussed the mistreatment of people who disagreed with him. In
addition, a former congregant recalled attending a meeting where Driscoll was “blazing
mad.” She reported feeling intimated by his rage, which she described as, unlike anything she
had ever experienced. She reported being “accused of heresy” for expressing her opinion
when asked about the challenges of her work experience in the church and subsequently
being let go from her position before being subliminally humiliated from the pulpit (43:09).
Further, YouTube is full of videos showing pastors yelling at their congregants, demeaning
people publicly, and verbally attacking members of their churches for not giving them gifts.
These humiliations, criticisms, abrupt mood swings, and other emotionally damaging

behaviors are the hallmarks of following overtly narcissistic religious leaders. They use their
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position of power to bolster their reputation and conceal their weaknesses rather than serve
the people God placed in their care (DeGroat, 2020; McKnight & Barringer, 2020).
Financial Exploitation (Religious Affinity Fraud)

Financial exploitation is a lesser studied but often publicly ridiculed type of RSA.
The dearth of scientific literature is no reflection of the prevalence of this phenomenon.
While efforts to protect the reputation of the church or religious leader, lack of proper
bookkeeping, and infrequent legal involvement have led to difficulties accurately
determining its prevalence, estimates are that one in three churches are impacted by
embezzlement, with an approximate $59 billion in losses (L. A. Crockett, 2018; Silliman,
2022). Further, the problem appears to be worsening. The evangelical insurance
company, Brotherhood Mutual (2019), projects $80 billion in losses related to religious
fraud by 2025. Others estimate figures as high as $170 billion by 2050 (Silliman, 2022).
However, these are not faceless numbers. There are individual and collective impacts.
Theft within churches and religious-based organizations leaves people void of their life
savings. Beneficiaries are left without the inheritances that may have been rightfully
theirs. Churches are forced to close, and the institutions’, donors’, or fundraisers’
reputations are forever disgraced.

Like other forms of abuse, financial abuses are underreported by churches, with
roughly 27% not disclosing financial fraud and 80% of all cases of embezzlement kept
private (L. A. Crockett, 2018; Silliman, 2022). Awareness of the scale of these abuses
comes from coverage in mainstream media, typically following the outbreak of a scandal.
However, despite the lack of timely and scholarly attention, existing research details
factors that appear to place religious institutions at particular risk for financial

exploitation. First, the inherent value of trust that most religious institutions are rooted in
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appears to contribute to their vulnerability (L. A. Crockett, 2018; Kirby, 2020). Religious
institutions are referred to as “benevolent institutions” (Shupe, 1998a), “high trust
environments” (Pan et al., 2022), and “institutions of public trust.” These identifiers
reflect the fact that congregants enter their local church with expectations of goodwill.
There is a “trusted hierarchy” where followers are taught and encouraged to believe in
their leader’s good intentions and wise judgment (Shupe, 1998a). Believers expect their
leaders to take head to Scripture denouncing greed at the expense of the flock (VIB,
1978/2011, Ezek. 34:2-3). Consequently, they do not see the abuse coming and exhibit
difficulty believing it has occurred even after disclosures are made or awareness is
publicized. This trust and esteem of religious leaders provide opportunities for abuses to
go undetected and continue to cause widespread damage, often for extended periods
(Redmond, 2020).

Second, religious institutions are more vulnerable to financial abuse due to the
interconnectedness among their members. Another term often used to describe financial
abuse in the church context is affinity fraud. This form of financial exploitation relies on
the connection, shared experiences, values, and beliefs among members of specific
religious, cultural, or professional groups. These affinities make victims more trusting of
the abuser, who is also typically a member of the group, claiming to hold the same
religious beliefs, and consequently viewed as reliable and legitimate (Bosley & Knorr,
2018; Reurink, 2019; Shupe, 2020). It is worth noting that in religious contexts, financial
exploitation can be committed by any individual who is part of a church or religious-
based organization and has access to commit such fraud. However, the level of authority

and lack of accountability among religious leaders such as priests, pastors, deacons, and
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ministers makes them the more likely perpetrator (Fikizolo, 2019; Kirby, 2020;
Redmond, 2020).

Third, elderly populations have the highest participation rate compared to
individuals in other age groups and receive the majority of their support from the church
(Kaplan & Berkman, 2021; Pew Research Center, 2018). However, they are also
typically more at risk for religious affinity fraud, contributing to the prevalence of such
abuses in religious environments. The elderly population is often targeted for various
types of financial exploitation. In general, they are swindled out of upward of $3 billion
each year, with each victim suffering an average of $34,200 in losses (Rubin, 2022). Yet,
at a time when they are likely most dependent on their church families, this population is
most susceptible to financial exploitation in their local congregation and is often
victimized and robbed of all that they own. Garden (2022) shares the narrative of Mae,
who fell prey to financial abuse by two leaders in her church at a time when she was
physically and mentally fragile. They met with her secretly, without her power of
attorney present. They then changed her will to redirect the largest portion of her estate to
the church instead of her family. They also forwarded $20,000 to organizations where
one of the individuals served on the board. This allowed him to be rewarded with honors
and be promoted to president the following year.

Other populations at risk for religious-based financial abuse are those in the
African-American community (Benson & Kennedy, 2019; Suttington, 2018). For many
African Americans, church membership is their primary source of social capital, making
the church a vital component of their support networks (Cosby, 2020; Nguyen et al.,

2019; E. H. Thompson et al., 2020). In addition, collectivity and social trust are
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considered common characteristics within marginalized groups due to the advantages
they offer for survival (Unsalver et al., 2021). However, these same factors that have
been imperative to the survival of minority populations also place them at risk for affinity
fraud. Therefore, with a history steeped in oppression and continued experiences of
systemic injustices that maintain their marginalization, African-Americans’ vulnerability
makes them prime targets for exploitation (Murrell et al., 2019, 2020).

In addition to identifying risk factors, existing literature details specific patterns of
financial abuse found within religious institutions and organizations. These include but
are not limited to embezzlement and investment scams (Shupe, 1998a). Embezzlement is
one of the most common and involves acts of corruption, where trusted individuals
misuse their influence to scheme fellow congregants. It also involves asset
misappropriation, where funds are directly transferred from the church or religious
organization to personal accounts or toward purchasing personal property for the
perpetrator. Assets are also misappropriated when church resources are used for personal
purposes, often outside congregants’ awareness or under deceptive justifications. Lastly,
embezzlement is also enacted through engaging in financial statement fraud. This
involves altering figures to hide expenditures or reflect misleading revenue calculations
(L. A. Crockett, 2018; Kirby, 2020).

Some of the most common embezzlement tactics involve writing unauthorized
checks or stealing from money collected weekly in religious services (Treadwell, 2020).
While all cases of embezzlement may not reach the amounts exposed in scandals, they
ultimately involve members of the religious group prioritizing their personal needs (and

wants) above the needs of their fellow congregants or followers. Misappropriated funds
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are used to pay off debts, meet basic needs (i.e., shelter, food, clothing), purchase luxury
items, and fund untoward activities (e.g., extramarital affairs and gambling). To reduce
cognitive dissonance or guilt, perpetrators often rationalize their actions by dehumanizing
or denying the victims, convincing themselves that their crimes are victimless (Mintchik
& Riley, 2019).

On the other hand, investment scams not only target members of local
congregations but also use the church’s reputation to solicit financial backing and willing
patrons. Victims tend to be married white men and fall within a high socioeconomic
status. Profiling of victims indicates that as many of them approached retirement age,
they were more likely to be tempted to engage in ventures that others considered
unreasonable, requiring high investments and promising returns that were too good to be
true (Deliema et al., 2019). This inclination increased their risk for unscrupulous
practices. Such was the case with pastor Aubrey Lee Price who used his position and
reputation in the church to serve as a financial advisor for his congregants and their loved
ones. He eventually purchased a bank which was used along with the church to steal over
$70 million from unsuspecting investors, causing many of them to lose everything (Price,
2022).

Hermeneutic and Homiletical Abuse

A review of Church history emphasizes the role of the preacher in the life of the
religious adherent, stressing their significance to an individual’s spiritual formation.
Snook (2019) asserts that the world has become biblically illiterate; however, history
shows this is not a new trend and, in some ways, was orchestrated by religious leaders. In

the early stages of the church, biblical manuscripts (before their official canonization)
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were spread to emerging churches. Bibles were not mass-produced at this point;
therefore, manuscripts were handwritten in Latin and Greek, which were not the
languages most citizens spoke. Further, most people, other than the rich, could not read.
In addition to these barriers, Bibles were expensive, further limiting access. Eventually,
leaders of the Catholic Church determined that their parishioners did not need to read the
Scripture for themselves and legally banned translating or independently owning the
Bible (Fincham, 2020; Frangois, 2018; Sorko-Ram, 2020; Touber, 2018). Therefore,
historically the church was marked by significant issues of access to God’s word and
reliance on religious leaders for learning about God, His character, and His will.

These same patterns have been observed in marginalized or oppressed
populations. For instance, traditionally, in the African American community, the
educated were preachers, relied on for dissemination of information in addition to
spiritual guidance (Snook, 2019). This stemmed from dynamics originating in slavery,
where support for literacy among the enslaved was only granted to rectify their “want of
[Christian] education.” Select people were taught to read Scripture so they could
evangelize to fellow enslaved people, granting them a position of power among the
utterly powerless (Jones, 2018; M. J. Smith, 2017).

Hence, the function of those who preach and teach the Word of God comes with
much responsibility. Research indicates that sermons and religious teachings are two
primary ways followers learn religious language, including how they talk or think about
God (White, 2021). They are belief-forming practices that stimulate religious thoughts
and feelings in congregants while instilling an awareness of God through narratives,

proclamations, and other utterances (Immink, 2019). From these belief-forming practices,
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people’s image and concept of God are developed, modified, or completely changed
(Cofnas, 2018; Goldman, 2022; Heland-Kurzak, 2019).

Essentially, one’s concept of God is what is taught to them, while their image of
God is based on lived experiences (Colpitts & Yarhouse, 2019). In many religious
institutions, God’s love and forgiving nature are emphasized. However, in others, He is
portrayed as wrathful, vengeful, and chastising (DeBono et al., 2017; Evey & Steinman,
2022). Further, some churches present God as supportive and “near,” while others paint
the picture of a distant God. Research has shown that religious teachings and church
culture significantly impact people’s concept and image of God (Hall & Fujikawa, 2013).
For example, more orthodox churches tend to experience God as judgmental and punitive
compared to their unorthodox counterparts, who perceive God as being supportive
(Eurelings-Bontekoe et al., 2005; Schaap-Jonker et al., 2002). While it may seem a matter
of preference, how God is talked about from the pulpit directly affects people’s mood,
self-esteem, mental health, overall life satisfaction, behavior, and understanding of life
events. Further, one’s God concept colors every other aspect of their religious experience
(Bonhag & Upenieks, 2021; Bradshaw, 2019; P. Y. Kim, 2021; Stulp et al., 2019; Van
Tongeren et al., 2019). Therefore, it can determine whether people’s religious experience
is enriching and positive or toxic and causes spiritual struggles or even trauma (Currier et
al., 2022; Exline et al., 2021; Prusak & Schab, 2022).

In addition, the propensity of bias implies that the one delivering religious
messages has a significant responsibility to engage in rigorous study. This is imperative
to ensure their interpretations are aligned with the larger biblical narrative and to

minimize the influence of personal opinions and agendas in delivering God’s word. In the
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forward of the seminal work Rightly Dividing the Word, Larkin (1921) states, “the book
does not contain the opinions of the Author, nor quotations from other writers, but is
based solely on the Scriptures...” However, what happens when this is not the case?
Throughout this literature review, there has been discussion of the use and misuse of
Scripture to enact or justify abuse. However, there are also times when the teaching and
preaching that occurs regularly from the pulpit creates an erroneous, skewed, or one-
sided conception of God. There are times when this is intentional when religious leaders
use the pulpit to teach “man-made ideas as commands from God” (New Living
Translation, 1996/2015, Mark 7:7). However, other times toxic teaching is due to a lack
of revelation, inadequate study, or the insertion and over-emphasis of the opinions or
agendas of the one delivering God’s word. Christians hold that “faith comes by hearing”
(NIB, 1978/2011, Rom. 10:17). Therefore, what is heard directly impacts a person’s faith,
what they believe to be true about God, and consequently, the framework on and through
which they orchestrate and understand every facet of their lives.

It must be noted that every human being has a proclivity for erroneous
interpretation. While the Bible is inerrant, human beings are not. Every person holds
biases that impact their understanding. Brown (2021) states, “every reader has an
interpretive location that influences his or her understanding of the biblical text” (p. 53).
This interpretive location includes the social, cultural, and theological traditions that
form the interpreter’s background and color their hermeneutic relativity or choices when
engaging with Scripture and subsequent beliefs (Ma & van Brakel, 2018). Some scholars
discuss specific cognitive biases that may skew one’s interpretation. For instance,

confirmation bias or the tendency to be selective in the exploration or interpretation of
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information may impact processes of exegesis whereby preachers (or anyone studying the
Bible) may consciously or unconsciously approach biblical study to confirm their
preexisting understandings. Others may exalt their judgments above those of others (false
consensus effect), assuming that they hold common and appropriate while those of others
are deviant. When reading Scripture, this bias may cause people to assume that the
writers also share their beliefs, thoughts, judgments, and priorities, which impacts what
they lift from the text.

Further, in-group biases refer to people’s tendency to favor those in their group.
Hence, they may only consider those who belong to their religious group or denomination
as reputable resources, limiting their knowledge base and minimizing opportunities to
challenge previously held beliefs. On the other hand, the cognitive bias referred to as
functional fixedness relates to a person demonstrating difficulty acknowledging that
things typically used in one manner may also be used to perform other functions. This
affects biblical interpretation because people may struggle to recognize or apply biblical
concepts to current issues. Finally, when interpreting Scripture, some may be inclined to
consider specific interpretations or statements as being valid purely because they have
heard it before (Illusory Truth Effect) (Chalmers, 2016; Gomroki et al., 2021; Perry &
McElroy, 2020).

Accordingly, not making efforts to mitigate biases may lead to teachings that are
not only skewed but violent. Evidence of the deleterious effects of specific
conceptualizations of God can be seen in research on the religious experience of some
members of the LGBTQ+ community. The language used to discuss and address

members of this population have been antagonistic and often referred to as religiously
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based microaggressions (Lomash et al., 2019; McCormick & Krieger, 2020; Newman et
al., 2018; Woodford et al., 2021). Some individuals describe experiences of rejection,
shaming, condemnation, ex-communication, stigmatization, and even being “outed” by
religious leaders and fellow congregants (J. E. Crockett et al., 2018; Gandy et al., 2021;
Lockett et al., 2022; Super & Jacobson, 2011). They report feeling like “God doesn’t like
[them],” or praying for ill-treatment to stop and feeling like “nobody is listening.” Others
from the LBTQ+ community expressed feeling that because of their sexuality, they had
no connection with God and did not belong to Him because of comments made, messages
taught, and treatment experienced by members of their faith communities (Okrey
Anderson & McGuire, 2021). Plat et al. (2021) found that sexual minority individuals
were less likely to consider themselves religious or report religious behaviors (e.g.,
engaging in prayer, attending religious services, and Bible reading) due to punitive
religious beliefs and perceptions of God as being judgmental.

Religiously based microaggressions also have the potential to become outwrite
hostile. For example, the Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas, has become
notorious for its proclamation of being the “heralds of an angry God.” Its members picket
funerals, express antisemitic sentiments, and vehemently opposes homosexuality. The
URL for their church website is https.//www.godhatesfags.com, via which signs,
hyperlinked with Scriptures, can be found expressing praises to God for tragedies like
9/11 and the Ebola outbreak and declaring God as being “your enemy” (Westboro Baptist
Church, 2022). Publicized sermons, teachings, and blog posts present God as punishing
and vindictive, sending cancer, COVID-19, and other calamities as divine punishment

(Gray, 2020; Ostling, 2021). The belief-forming practices from ministries such as this
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encourage a concept of God that is skewed and distorted, presenting Him and His
followers as consciously and intentionally abusive.
Contextualization of Traumatic Religious Experiences

With so many forms of injury occurring within religious environments, it can be
challenging to contextualize the phenomena of abusive R/S experiences. Difficulties with
contextualization lead to problems naming experiences, which has a trickle-down effect
as the inability to name a phenomenon impedes healing efforts and creates confusion
surrounding appropriate consequences. For instance, sins against God can be forgiven,
and reconciliation sought, whereas crimes demand justice (Zollner, 2019). While there is
no consensus in contextualization, research on RSAs has typically categorized these acts
as sin, misconduct, abuse, or crimes. However, this writer would like to suggest that most
important is contextualizing these experiences as traumatic events.
Naming the Experience as Sin, Misconduct, Abuse, or as a Crime

The most obvious way of understanding mistreatment within the church is in the
context of sin. Broadly defined, sin refers to moral evils or deliberate acts committed by
humans that violate the will of God. Christian communities view sin as acts of defiance
against God’s divine commands and as expressions of hatred toward God (Poduri, 2022).
Therefore, a contextualization of RSA as sin considers how abusive acts violate God’s
commands for religious leaders to live “above reproach,” be “self-controlled,” “not
violent” or “quarrelsome” (NVIB, 1978/2011, 1 Tim. 3:1-3). However, the danger in
conceptualizing RSAs as sin is that while studies have found that the majority (99%) of

reported misconduct falls in the category of sin (de Weger, 2016), such a classification
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may oversimplify the experiences of victims, minimizing their serious nature and
disallowing the possibility of seeking retribution (de Weger, 2022b; Gomez, 2021).

On the other hand, classifying abusive experiences as misconduct or malfeasance
focuses on people’s unique expectations of the clergy. On a basic level are expectations
of good intentions toward others and an obligation to safeguard their followers. Clergy
malfeasance involves a violation of these expectations or an “elite deviance,” involving
both illegal and unethical actions engaged in by those in positions of authority for their
own advantage or for the benefit of the organization they are a part of (Bromley & Cress,
2000; Shupe, 1998b, 2007, 2017, 2020). Literature examining RSAs as acts of
malfeasance typically focuses on the vocational role of clerics, viewing sexual violations,
financial exploitations, verbal abuses, and other acts of maltreatment as acts of
professional misconduct. This categorization highlights the power disparity between “the
professional” and “client,” acknowledging any sexual interaction (including those viewed
as consensual) or harmful verbal or physical acts as an act of malfeasance or violation of
professional boundaries (de Weger & Death, 2018; Garland & Argueta, 2011; Kleiven,
2018b).

Abuse is generally defined as behaviors that are “cruel, violent, demeaning, or
invasive” (American Psychological Association, 2022a). However, while it is generally
accepted that adults are abuse victims in various contexts, in institutional settings such as
the church, the assumption is often made that to classify as an abusive experience, the
victim must demonstrate some observable vulnerability. However, there have been
concerted efforts to name experiences of sexual malfeasance, financial exploitation, and

other misconduct against adults by religious leaders as abuses. For example, in discussing
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CPSA of adult women, Flynn (2008) stressed that formulating these ex