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Another complicating teaching is that if one doesn’t forgive others
for their sins against her, then God won’t forgive her sins. Any sins that
one commits won’t be forgiven while holding hatred against one’s
brother or sister. There are many examples in the Bible about forgive-
ness. It says how many times one is supposed to forgive someone: 70 X
7 times each day (Matthew 18:21-22). A person has to forgive that per-
petrator 490 times each day. In the case of incest, what if her dad rapes
her night after night? Then is she supposed to forgive him day after day
after day all those times? How does a person begin to accomplish that?
And if she can’t, then she feels like she is not a good Christian. If she
only hears from clergy that “I’m supposed to forgive” and she can’t,
then the victim/survivor feels guilt that she’s not a good Christian, and
feels like she’s failed.

Again, the counselor must assess the specific beliefs about forgive-
ness, and then begin to work on it therapeutically. Often, preaching
about forgiveness only focuses on the necessity to forgive, but neglects
to discuss the process itself, which is also discussed in the Bible (Luke
17:3). In working with a victim/survivor, the most useful response
about forgiveness is helping her to focus on forgiveness as a process,
not an end result.

Based on Judeo tradition and in Luke 17:3, the process is delineated.
First, if someone wrongs you, the scripture says you should rebuke the
person. Tell them of their wrong and how it affected you. Secondly, the
perpetrator must repent to the victim/survivor about their act. Repen-
tance is not just saying that they are sorry. Repentance requires the per-
son not only to renounce verbally their act but then to turn away from or
change their mind about the sin. Sorrow may precede repentance, but it
is of no effect if it does not bring about a change in the person’s behav-
ior (Il Corinthians 7:11). A change in their behavior leads to forgive-
ness.

What happens when the person does not ask for forgiveness? The an-
swer can be found in Luke 23:34. As Christ is dying on the cross he cries
“Father forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).
The counselor can help the victim/survivor notice that she asked for
God to forgive her. The significance of Christ’s request is left out in
most preaching about the topic. Christ turned it over to a higher power.
If Christ turned it over to a higher power to forgive, the victim/survivor
can also rest her forgiveness of the perpetrator to God.

When one takes away the forgiveness mandate, then the forgiveness
and healing processes start to happen automatically. However, forgive-
ness happens in its own time and cannot be rushed. Removal of the
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mandate to forgive also removes the guilt and begins to allow the vic-
tim/survivor to forgive the person, but not the sin. Guilt results from the
mandate to forgive, which catches the victim/survivor in the cycle of “I
have to forgive, but I can’t.” They believe “I must be a sinner,” and they
then feel condemnation. But condemnation is not Christlike. Romans
8:1 tells Christians they are walking after the Spirit; if they trying to do
the best they can to live right, then there is no condemnation.

GENERAL BIBLICAL TEACHINGS RELEVANT
TO SEXUAL ABUSE

The issues discussed above are common concerns raised by Christian
victim/survivors, and the reframed concepts indicate useful directions
for counseling with these concerns. There are other, more general, reli-
gious concerns that reflect what victim/survivors may have learned
about sexual abuse in church. Much of what is taught in the Christian
tradition blames the victim rather than placing the blame on the perpe-
trator (Fortune, 2001). It also encourages a mind-body duality, relegat-
ing women to the carnal and sexual. Counselors may need to help
victim/survivors to reframe these biased teachings from religion about
sexual abuse.

To begin to put sexual abuse in a biblical context, one can start first
with what God hates: tyranny (Isaiah 61:1), violence (Psalms 11:5). and
a brutish man (Psalms 92:6). There are many more scriptures in both the
Old and New Testaments to support these claims. Second, one needs to
put rape/incest in a biblical context. Rape has not been overlooked by
God, and there are many biblical examples that God does not condone
rape/incest. There are three relevant stories. First is the Rape of Tamar.
Tamar was David’s daughter, and was raped by her step-brother. When
David was told about it by another son, he did nothing about it. Leviti-
cus says that if a man rapes his father’s daughter, he will be cursed and
cut off from his people. David did not follow Jewish law, and his conse-
quence was that he lost his throne. When he repented, it was returned to
him but only after years of loss and violence. There are lessons here for
family members who don’t help the survivor. For example, this can be
used to help the victim/survivor reconcile feelings about the parent who
didn’t act to stop the incest. This parent (or any other adult who did
nothing) will have some consequences per the Bible, even if they can’t
readily see them.

..
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Incest is an abomination. Rape is an abomination. The scriptural
commands regarding rape are found in the 22nd chapter of Deuteron-
omy. If it happens outside the city walls, there are two options. She can
marry him, or he is killed. If inside the city, then they both are killed (the
concept is that she should have been able to get help inside the city if she
were truly raped, Brownmiller, 1975). If victim/survivors focus on this
teaching, a counselor can use the rape of the concubine in Judges
19:11-30 as instructional (Fortune, 1983). The concubine, a slave trav-
eling with her master, was raped, beaten and killed in the city. Her body
was found by her owner, and he received restitution. Even though she
was raped in the city, the crime was so brutish and evil, that her screams
were unheard in the city and restitution still needed to happen. The law
may place blame on the victim in the city, but here is an example of how
even then, the crime can be so bad that more is needed to resolve the
crime. Another example is when Shechum raped Dinah while she was
“out to visit the women of the land.” Meanwhile, he offered to marry
her. But her brothers were enraged and tricked the family of Shechum
by telling them that she could marry him, but first he and all his family
needed to be circumcised. While they were recovering from the pain of
the circumcision, they were killed by the brothers. Even though mar-
riage was a legitimate option, this story indicates that there are times
when the perpetrator still should be punished.

Another story, that of Joseph and Potipher, is often preached as a les-
son to women crying rape falsely. In working with victim/survivors, an-
other interpretation is important to introduce. Joseph is sold into slavery
and ends up in the home of the Egyptian named Potipher. He becomes
second in command to everything that Potipher owns. While Potipher is
gone, his wife is attracted to Joseph and invites him sexually. He de-
clines over and over again. She is so angry that one day, she tears his
clothing and proceeds to tell other men that Joseph tried to rape her.
Potipher consequently puts Joseph in jail. Clergy have used this story to
illustrate how angry women use rape falsely as a story to punish men.
Another interpretation can be applied, reframing the story to the moral
that people with power use that power to control others. Potipher’s wife
used her power to sexually harass Joseph, her slave. Also, there is evi-
dence that Egyptians were as harsh with rapists as were the Jews. There-
fore, if Potipher really believed that Joseph tried to rape his wife, why
didn’t he kill him instead of imprisoning him? This implies that
Potipher must not have believed his wife, and that removing Joseph
from the house might have been to protect him from others that would
have killed him for the same crime. In this interpretation, Joseph is the
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victim of sexual harassment himself, and offered protection from fur-
ther assaults.

THERAPEUTIC ISSUES:
ABANDONMENT, ANGER, GUILT, SELF-BLAME,
DECREASED SELF-ESTEEM, SEXUALITY

Abandonment

Feelings of abandonment by God are common for victim/survivors.
The religious survivor may feel that the rape is a sign of God’s disfavor
or that God didn’t play by the rules. Either way, she may feel that God
has abandoned her. When she needed God most, God wasn’t there.
Therapeutic approaches include normalizing this feeling. Even Jesus
felt the same thing. On the cross, he said, “Oh Father, why have you for-
saken me?” It is normal to want God to be there when we have trouble.
Another therapeutic approach is to find God’s presence in the midst of
the assault. In doing this, the practitioner can help the victim/survivor to
notice the ways that it could have been worse, but it wasn’t. Any exam-
ples of how it could have been worse, but wasn’t, can be put in the con-
text of being due to God’s presence. For example, if a survivor notes
that she could have been killed, but wasn’t, it can be framed as God’s
work.

Another area to examine for evidence of God’s presence can be
found in the incongruencies of the perpetrator’s behavior. For example,
if the perpetrator was about to do some other act of violence but stops,
this can attributed to God’s presence. There are scriptural references
about the limits God places on us (influences of Satan) to keep from
hurting other people. For example, God placed limits on Satan’s treat-
ment of Job in testing his faith in God (Job 1:12; 2:6). Even if God didn’t
intervene to stop the assault, God presence can still be noted, and in
some ways, was protecting her.

Victim/survivors can feel that God is testing them; God is teaching
the victim/survivor a lesson and that’s why she is suffering like this.
Survivors often wonder why God would choose such a traumatic way to
teach them this lesson, and may get angry with God.

It is useful to help the survivor note that ALL experiences can teach
us something. Part of the final stage of recovery from rape/incest trauma
is integrating how the incident did affect her as a person, and noting per-
sonal growth as a result of surviving the abuse.
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Since Job is held up as the model of suffering, one can use his story to
help respond to issues surrounding abandonment. Job’s response to the
suffering he was enduring was to worship God (Job 1:21). The Bible
says that “God inhabits the praise of his people.” When we praise God,
God is somehow in the midst of people while they offer praise. There-
fore, if feeling abandoned, one should praise and worship God. This
shifts one’s attention to what one DOES have, rather than what one
doesn’t. Also, one should “look ahead.” There are rewards to getting
through the process, even if one can’t see them yet (James 1:2-4). From
a Christian perspective, one should focus on the promises made by God,
and not the suffering.

One last point is useful in helping the victim/survivor come to some
understanding about God’s role in the sexual abuse. One has to accept
that God is in full control and nothing happens to them that they can’t
handle with God. Even when the victim/survivor doesn’t understand
her/himself, one can hold onto the omniscience of God. Romans 8:28
reminds us if one has faith in God, one has to believe that God will turn
even a horrible experience into something for that person’s good. What-
ever rewards there are would not have been available had one not gone
through the experience itself and the healing process after.

Connected to this understanding is the recognition that the vic-
tim/survivor must take steps to facilitate this growth that God intended.
Those steps can then be identified by the victim/survivor with the help
of the counselor. Issues identified by the client are likely to be similar to
those of non-spiritually focused victim/survivors. The work on these is-
sues, however, is framed as working within God’s plan to help that per-
son’s growth, and there may be unique aspects as to how these issues
are considered within a Judeo-Christian spiritual context.

Anger

Anger is an emotion that is not often associated with Christlike be-
havior. Scripture tell us to “be angry and sin not.” It appears to set up a
duality: either sin not or get angry. A counselor can help the victim/sur-
vivor find the middle ground. One possibility is to have the client go
through the Bible and mark examples of times God or Jesus got angry.
There are many examples of when God got angry. Once identified, the
client can reach the realizations that if God can get angry, then so can
we. One example is how God got angry and said He would destroy the
children of Israel. God did not destroy them, but rather repented to him-
self (Exodus 32:11-14; Samuel 24:16). God did not act on his anger.
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This story can help the victim/survivor become comfortable with the
idea that feeling anger is not sinful, although some actions based on an-
ger can be. Therefore, talking about one’s angry feelings and expressing
them is perfectly fine and consistent within a Judeo-Christian spiritual
framework.

Another useful scripture in working on anger is when Christ went to
the synagogue and chased the money changers out (Matthew 21:12).
These people were sinful in their behavior. In this passage, Christ over-
turned tables and set doves free, but never assaulted another human be-
ing. This illustrates how anger is all right if righteous; that is, anger can
be used to challenge sinful behavior on the part of others. Anger is fine;
the behavior you choose while feeling angry can be sinful or not. There
are scriptural models for how to behave if angry in a “non-sinning”
way.

Sometimes victim/survivors use the teaching of “love thy enemy” to
stifle anger at the perpetrator. It is helpful to work with the client to see
that God never meant for us to “turn the other cheek” (Matthew 5:39) to
the point of not defending ourselves. Self-defense is allowed; in fact,
there are numerous biblical examples of self-defense. The children of
Israel go to war many times, at God’s bequest. David was a warrior. It’s
quite all right to defend our bodies, the temples of God.

Sometimes victim/survivors will use the concept of “turn the other
cheek” (Matthew 5:39) as meaning they shouldn’t report the abuse. In
this case, it is useful to have them find in the Bible where it says NOT to
report such an offense. In fact, there are many examples of God uphold-
ing and valuing justice. If God believes in justice, why wouldn’t God
want the victim/survivor to turn the perpetrator in to authorities? There
is much scripture written about justice, and none about letting a perpe-
trator go free. One can “love one’s enemy”; that is, one can love the part
of them created in God’s image, and still report the sinful behavior.

Turn the other cheek refers to engaging in the process of forgiveness.
Remember that this process starts when the other person apologizes and
changes his/her behavior. The offended person then is asked to “turn the
other cheek”; that is, give the perpetrator another chance to prove that
his/her behavior really has changed. If the process has not been started,
then the victim/survivor is under no obligation to forgive that person,
nor to give them the option to hurt them again in the same way.

Some survivors are angry with God, and are worried about feeling
this way. Is this God like Zeus, who hurdled lightening bolts at people
who crossed him? The victim/survivor who feels this way needs help to
examine who God really is. A retrospective look at past sinful behaviors
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can be useful here: if God didn’t get angry with the person during those
times, then God must not act out against people as we might envision.
Also, victim/survivors need to know that God can handle our anger.
God is not afraid of our anger. God already knows what is in our hearts,
so one cannot hide our anger from God. In fact, God hates hypocrites. So,
one needs to express the angry feelings directly to God. Therefore, it is
often useful to work with the victim/survivor to tell God off. This also can
alleviate feeling of guilt for feeling angry with God. There are numerous
scriptural examples of people telling God off. Moses and many of the
prophets were angry with God and God didn’t get angry with Moses.
Victim/survivors often want to know why God didn’t protect them. It
is useful to point out that God didn’t help Christ on the cross either. Nei-
ther did He help Job. Also, remind the client that God is carrying her
through hard times, that God is there even if she can’t see Him.

Guilt/Self-Blame

Most victim/survivors feel self-blame for the abuse. For Christian
victim/survivors, they may put it in the context of feeling that they have
sinned. For example, incest survivors use a variety of coping behaviors
to survive. They may feel like they invited the abuse by wanting to be
around the perpetrator (for the affection), or their bodies may have re-
sponded pleasurably to the sexual contact.

For believers, helping them know that they are forgiven may be done
through several scriptures that are useful to dispel the guilt. When you
ask for forgiveness from God, it is automatic and instantaneous. “Your
sins are cast into the sea of forgetfulness, never to arise before you
again,” “As far as the east is to west, that’s how far God has cast our
sins” (Psalms 103:12). The counselor can then ask the client, “Have you
asked God to forgive you for whatever you think you did?” If they have,
then one can use the above scriptures to show them that God has already
forgiven them. If God doesn’t remember her sins, and they are far away
from her (east never meets the west), then how is the survivor bound by
this guilt? God has already forgotten it; so can she. Once God has for-
given you, it has been wiped away (Jeremiah 31:34c). Don’t hold on to
it: if God has already forgotten it, then the client should too.

Decreased Self-Esteem

A common issue for victim/survivors is integrating this abuse with
their self-concept overall. That is, they wonder who they are, given that
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they have had to experience the abuse. For Christian survivors, this be-
comes “Who am I in Christ?” Affirmations are contained in many scrip-
tures that can be useful to survivors to hold themselves in higher
esteem, as does God. Some useful affirmations are:

I am fearfully and wonderfully made (Psalms 139:13-16)

I am a product of God’s workmanship (Ephesians 2:10)

I am created in God’s image (Genesis 1:26)

God likes what he sees (Genesis 1:31)

God seeks my worship (John 4:23)

God accepts me with no strings attached (Isaiah 43:4)

God allowed Christ to spill his blood for me (I Peter: 18-19)

Part of discovering who one is after the abuse may be answered
through finding a purpose. In spite of the abuse, one must persevere.
There is power in being a witness. There is purpose in telling others, in
volunteering, in taking actions based on this experience. If nothing else,
the victim/survivor becomes someone else that other faith based indi-
viduals can talk to about these issues. This is to the honor and glory of
God.

Sexuality

Sexuality issues may be of concern for some sexual assault survivors,
particularly for younger, non-sexually active women. Issues most
closely related to religious teachings involve virginity (Keener, 1996).
Reframing the meaning of virginity can be useful for victim/survivors
with this specific concern. For victim/survivors who had experiences of
consensual, loving sex prior to the assault, religiously-based sexual is-
sues are usually resolved through exploration of the other issues dis-
cussed in this article.

CONCLUSION

In general, organized religion has not responded well to dealing with
these issues. They have not created a sense of community that
Judeo-Christian people look to for their place of worship to provide.
Sometimes the perpetrator is a member or leader of the church, and the
congregation is asked to support him instead of the victim/survivor.
When the perpetrator is a leader of the church, there is pressure to keep
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it quiet, not to discredit the religion. Also, since Eve bit the apple,
women are viewed as sinful. Men are closer to godliness, and, therefore,
protected.

Whether through a superficial understanding of scriptures, or by sup-
porting the perpetrator rather than the victim/survivor, most churches/
synagogues often do not provide the support needed. In the meantime,
survivors need to find other places where they can have a sense of com-
munity about these issues, such as volunteering with women’s centers
and rape crisis hotlines. These agencies, as well as psychotherapists,
need to understand the importance and helpfulness of spiritual beliefs in
healing for many survivors. In doing so, they can provide the commu-
nity of support so needed for healing.
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