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                                                     Spiritual Abuse

                                                        Bibliography
The material I’m drawing from today is from the books listed on the screen :

1. The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse : by Jeff VanVonderen & David Johnson

2. Faith that Hurts, Faith that Heals : by Stephen Arterburn & Jack Felton

3. Who is Your Covering : by Frank Viola

4. Social Psychology & Modern Life :  by Patricia Middlebrook
The first three are excellent books which I would highly recommend to all. The first 2 are out of print but you can still buy them used through Amazon.com & sometimes ebay.

                                                        Introduction

Our purpose here today is to help victims & abusers escape spiritual manipulation & false spiritual authority. Hopefully this presentation will help some to identify & validate feelings long locked within, rather than continuing to wonder if you are crazy or spiritually defective. 

Spiritual abuse is widespread & deeply ingrained in our contemporary Christian culture. It overloads people who need a spiritual weight lifted off them. It presents a wrong message about the life of grace & faith, one that ultimately leads to no life at all. 

Brainwashing is a phrase that describes psychological abuse. Spiritual abuse is possibly more serious because in most quarters it is still a taboo subject.

Jesus confronted the perpetrators of His day with an offer of healing & rest to all who would cease their religious labors & turn to Him. Unfortunately for many today it is so ingrained in their thinking that an invitation to rest in the finished work of Christ will seem impossible, unrealistic, or even unscriptural.

There is an urgency to talk out loud & on purpose about spiritual abuse. We need to sound a call that a problem exists. We are not to condemn. Only when a person will not admit sin should further action be taken. Like Jesus, we are to consistently confront the pious pretending of pharisaical legalism.

Once you realize there has been abuse, it is better to respond not react, because most often reacting will not build but rather hurt your credibility, & will sometimes incur further abuse

                                                           Examples

We’ll start today by going over a number of brief, succinct examples of spiritual abuse, so that we can, as much as possible, be on the same page with one another, in picturing what we are talking about. I will be giving parts of these examples, as first person quotes. For the sake of brevity I’ll just be jumping from one brief sketch to another, as we have a lot of material to cover today.

  1. The oft-repeated platitude in some churches is that God works good in all things    

      despite the actors in the cast; that God holds individual shepherds responsible for   

      wrong decisions; & that sheep bear no responsibility so long as they mindlessly  

      obey their shepherds.

  2. The church was constantly told to just submit & obey without question. The pastor 
       or shepherd had the final say in everything in the lives of his flock. They were even 
       told who they were given permission to marry. 
  3. The pastor told a girl if she went to university it would be the beginning of many 
      problems, & that Satan would use the experience to damage her faith. He demanded 
      that her parents not let her go.
  4. The fact that someone shared his concerns with one of the elders was proof that he 

      was trying to undermine. He was no longer welcome to teach or be there & had to 
      repent of  a rebellious spirit. From the pulpit it was preached how a little leaven 
      spoils the dough & that traitors betray by disagreeing with authority, so they need 
      to expel those who would corrupt. He had only shared his concerns with a select few 
      in leadership.

  5. Some have phone campaigns launched against them, to warn their friends & others in  

      the group about how dangerous they are. Some are vilified & branded a heretic, 
      boat rocker, trouble maker, loose canon, or unsubmissive rebel.
  6. When one woman had failed in her honest attempts, she was judged as undisciplined 
      & unwilling, perhaps even unsaved. She tried more & finally became exhausted & 
      nearly could not ask for help from any other spiritual authority figure. It nearly 
      crushed her inner life. Church was no longer a safe place.

  7. Some churches frown on anything other than the bible to help a person cope with life. 
      They told a woman it was a lack of faith to take antidepressants because she was a 
      new creature in Christ, old things were behind her & everything was new. She was 
      given a prescription of praise scriptures to memorize & repeat as a way of lifting her 
      depression., & told to get over her sinful self-centredness. She managed to ride a 
      religious high until her body could no longer respond to her.
      The pastor said “the fact that you won’t accept my counsel indicates your      

      problem is spiritual, not physical or emotional. You confirmed it when you argued 
      with your husband rather than submitting to him & trusting God.” When I told the 
      pastor I felt condemned, he smiled & said my not being willing to accept his 
      counsel proved he was right. “You need to repent of your rebellion to God, then all 
      these minor problems will be taken care of.”  
      It seemed so shallow, but I must be a terrible Christian in rebellion, or my life 
      wouldn’t be such a mess. I vacillate between suicidal thoughts & thinking I must be 
      on the verge of a breakthrough to more holiness, if only I could praise or submit 
      enough. But I feel exhausted & like I’m losing my mind so I don’t think I can stick it 
      out long enough.” 
                                                           Healing
  8. Faith can also become poisoned from hearing that “if only you had more faith” your 
      baby would be healed.

  9. A boy died because his parents believed all illnesses can be cured by prayer, so they 
      did not seek medical help. Church officials claimed, the parents’ right to only pray for 
      a child’s health, was on trial.  

                                                           Finances
10. Some fund raisers ask people to claim their material blessings, & give a contribution 
      to secure it. People shell out more money, hoping God will give them what they 
      believe they deserve. 

11. Others suffer financial ruin because of their misplaced faith in a Christian who 
      promised financial gain, through his seminars & cassettes about his rags to riches 
      faith experience. 

                                                            Sexual
12. A teenage girl was sexually molested by her pastor. There was no real help because 
      she could not talk about her pain. Others didn’t want to talk about it, or get 
      involved. Little or nothing was being done to rectify the problem. She was being 
      avoided & shamed because church leaders were covering a serious offence with 
      silence. Many elders knew that the pastor had sexually molested her, but kept it 
      quiet in hopes it would simply blow over, because they didn’t want to damage the 
      ministry, not realizing the ministry was already damaged. 

      She was told that it’s judgmental & unchristian for you to take the pastor to court for  

      sexually exploiting you. They said she needed to forgive & forget, & that she had an 
      unforgiving spirit. She was also accused of trying to seduce the pastor. Some said 
      your daughter asked for it because of the way she dressed. 
      The girl felt pain, confusion & betrayal. She tried to live above it but the gossip 
      totally enveloped her life. She eventually began to believe that she was to blame. 
      Thirteen years later she is still reaping the emotional fruit of the way the church 
      devoured a wounded girl. She was re-abused by those who blamed her, & also by 
      the church leaders who covered up, saying “peace , peace” when there was no 
      peace. 

      The pastor misused his authority & influence in a perverse attempt to meet his own               

      needs. He wasn’t held accountable, so he went to another church & victimized 
      another girl. The church leaders shared legal responsibility by covering it up. They 
      are accountable before God for not acting when they had knowledge a crime was 
      being committed. 

      The pastor who committed the abuse was wounded as well, because instead of 
      receiving help, healing & accountability, he was discarded & ignored. He needed to 
      enter a recovery process where he could experience God’s grace & healing. 

                                                 Husband’s Headship
13. A man was told he hadn’t taken on the mantle as spiritual head of his home so 
      spiritual forces are able to attack his family & cause physical & emotional problems.

14. One woman said “when I told my husband it didn’t seem right to me, to use the one 
      hour a day “prayer formula” he wanted me to, he said “that’s your whole problem, 
      you can’t accept anything on faith”. 
15. Women are called unsubmissive, too strong, disloyal or a Jezebel for questioning or 
      exposing male leaders

16. A woman was told if you leave your husband you will be out of the will of God. Your 
      son was disobedient for calling the police when you were being beaten, because his 
      father is God’s covering for him. There was no support, no help & their hour long 
      scripture lesson “proving” their point, multiplied her despair & heartache. 
      She was told if she left her husband, she would be depriving her children of the 
      heritage of observing a godly response to suffering. She was told that the ultimate 
      act of faith is to submit to authority that is abusive. The pastor told her that she 
      could have no greater act of faith than to die while staying with & submitting to her 
      physically abusive husband, & that God would honor this & use it to draw her 
      husband to Himself.

17. Some very depressed mothers let their children be abused because they didn’t think 
      they could counter the head of the house. It results in more depression when they 
      later learn they could have done something to stop it. 
                                                          Family
18. One woman was told if she was praying & doing spiritual warfare, these attacks 
      would not be getting through & harming her family. She therefore felt she was the 
      problem because she was weak & didn’t have enough faith. She could no longer read 
      the bible at all, because of her anticipation of getting bad spiritual news.

19. Another woman was told that she was of the world because she wore eye-shadow & 
      lipstick, & didn’t wear head coverings to show she was in submission. They also said 
      we weren’t spiritual because our child was in public school.
                                                         Children
20. For one teenage boy, people started stopping by the house unexpectedly with a word 
      of correction. Everything I said or did was questioned & analyzed. As a boy I had to 
      ask a girl’s father if I wanted to date her. Girls had no choice. One month before I was 
      to turn 18, I had a best friend chosen for me. My parents later decided that 25% of my 
      income would go to the church. My father informed me that he & mom had given my 
      soul over to the devil for the cleansing of my spirit, & that I would be dead in 6 
      months. The purpose of a later meeting with an elder was to pluck out my eyes. I 
      tried to reconcile, but they do not wish to talk about it.

21. One woman who occupied the same pew every Sunday was angry with us & tried to 
      shame us by saying “are you saaaaaaaaaved?” She inferred our salvation was up for 
      grabs & that God would pull back His acceptance of us because we, at 9 year old, 
      laughed in church. In her rage she had picked the meanest, scariest thing she could 
      say. She slashed us with it. Her purpose was to silence & punish us & it worked.

                                                What is Spiritual Abuse?
No Test 

There is no test to diagnose spiritual abuse, only clues such as lack of joy, being tired from not measuring up, disillusionment, uneasiness, lack of trust or fear of spiritual people, cynicism,  grief, & a sense of missing your best Friend (Jesus). 

People get stuck in their relationship with God. That deeper part of people that is capable of having a relationship with God, becomes wounded or scarred. 

A Definition of Spiritual Abuse (by Jeff VanVonderen & David Johnson)
It is the mistreatment of someone in need of help, support or empowerment with the result being a weakening, undermining or decreasing of empowerment. It is the use of one’s spiritual position to control or dominate. It over-rides feelings & opinions without regard to the result in the person’s well being. Power is used to bolster the position or needs of a leader. Authority oversteps its bounds, leveling judgment when support is needed. Others become wounded & over-weighted by the demands of leaders.

Spiritual abuse involves being shamed, manipulated & weighed down by a distortion of the gospel. It is being pressed by others to work harder for the benefits of salvation, rather than having the freedom, rest & abundant life which Jesus came to bring us.

Spirituality becomes used to make others live up to a standard. External performance is promoted without regard to the person’s well being, or is used as a means of proving one’s spirituality. 

If spiritual formulas are questioned, those in spiritual authority feel threatened & turn on the ones seeking help. They instead protect their own doctrinal formula, or their own position. They devalue a person’s spirituality, shame, degrade & discredit, belittle or attack, or accuse of rebellion, when someone asks to review a decision they feel is unfair, or to check out a belief system in trying to make it real for themselves. Shame is thereby used to get someone to support a belief, or to fend off legitimate questions.

The worst is also often assumed rather than the best. It gets assumed that someone’s questions are coming from a wrong spirit, rather than an honest attempt to have a give-and-take dialogue. It is a power play where people get manipulated by a leader pulling rank.  People become required to affirm & bolster a leader, & uphold his position of authority, as what really matters most.

The physical, emotional & relational dimensions of a problem are ignored, instead taking a more narrow “spiritualized” approach. With little investigation the abuser assumes there is a root problem & that he knows what it is.

People are often counseled to ignore their real needs & are offered placebos in the form of easy answers, try hard sermons, & get rich formulas. The most important thing is how things look. The ugly & messy relational process of meeting people’s real needs, gets sacrificed for a better looking but false peace. Often, when we hear “you just need to tell your problem to the Lord”, it really means “just don’t tell me”, or “quit saying it out loud”.

The person in need is sent a message they are less than spiritual, or that their spirituality is defective. An individual is left bearing a weight of guilt, judgment or condemnation, & confusion about their worth & standing as a Christian.

Real needs are neglected in favour of the needs of those in authority. It is when religious leaders are so self consumed, they don’t minister to peoples’ real needs. The people are left to make do with religious leftovers. Legalism replaces rest in God with demands for spiritual performance.

In healthy functional family systems, parental authority is to provide need meeting relationships, experiences & messages, & affirm the person-hood of children while giving appropriate consequences. The family becomes dysfunctional or even abusive if parents use their position, to force children to perform, or to gratify their own needs instead of the children’s, or if they use too-harsh a standard to judge by. 

Dysfunctional or abusive spiritual systems are where peoples’ thoughts, feelings or needs don’t matter & go unmet. Instead, people are there to meet leaders’ self-related needs for power, importance, intimacy or value. These leaders find fulfillment through the religious performance of the people they should be there to serve & build. It is an inversion of the Body of Christ.

Old & New Testament

Both Old & New Testaments warn us to be on guard for false prophets & spiritual systems that add the performance of behaviors as a means for God’s approval. Jesus Himself collided with the problem head on. It is far reaching & as wounding as other forms of abuse. The false system is under the rule of men & attempts to drive people so they perform in religious or pseudo-spiritual ways, oblivious to the fact that this drains life & steals power.

Jer.5:26,30-31 says “for wicked men among my people set a trap & catch men. An appalling & horrible thing, that the prophets prophesy falsely & the priests rule on their own authority.” 

There are several forms of spiritual abuse. Jer. 6:13-14 outlines spiritual neglect when he says “every one is greedy for gain & deals falsely. They have healed the brokenness of my people superficially, saying “Peace, peace”, but there is no peace.”

In Matt.23:4, Jesus reveals the marks & impact of false spiritual leaders. He said they tie up heavy loads & lay them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a finger. The people of Jesus’ day were worn down by being roped with countless religious performance expectations, rather than the loads of life being made easier to carry. They were so weighed down, they got lost in the religious baggage. 

In Matt. 9:36, it says they were distressed & downcast by the process of this external force to stay on God’s good side. Trying hard only made things worse. Jesus came to lift from our backs the burden of trying hard to meet God’s approval. False spirituality offers a god who does not lift burdens, but instead places on people, burdens that are worse.

Brood of Vipers

In Matt. 3:7, 12:34, & 23:33, Jesus & John the Baptist took spiritual abuse very seriously, calling the perpetrators vipers. Vipers looked like sticks that were useful & were hard to notice. They latched on & wouldn’t let go, multiplied quickly & congregated in large numbers. They gathered in cool places that looked safe to weary desert travelers. In churches, they look safe & seem genuinely interested in helping. 

Paul’s Battle

Paul addressed this in Gal. 4:15. He found that a group had followed behind him & demanded an added proof of people’s spirituality. Paul was dismayed & indignant. The Galatians had started to believe people who taught to measure God’s acceptance by external religious standards instead of by the cross. As a result they lost their sense of blessing, & the harder they tried the more tired they became. Paul called them the false circumcision, dogs, evil workers, & false brethren. 

 Ravenous Wolves

In Matt.7:15 Jesus said to beware of false prophets who come in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves. The narrow & wide gates are reduced to lists of things we are supposed to do or not do. False prophets looked like they represented God but spoke falsely. They stood in front of a wide gate marked “Find Life Here”, but it is a gate of performance & self effort, such as attendance pins, bible quiz trophies, etc.. It is trying to get to God by doing something. Your standing with God depends on what you do, so you try to look good. Plus anything is not Jesus.

                                     What Spiritual Abuse Looks Like
Somehow the good news has become the bad news

It is a subtle trap in which the ones who perpetrate spiritual abuse are just as trapped.

                                                      Spiritual Traps

A good trap makes it easy for the prey to get in, but hard to get out. Second, there also needs to be attractive bait that will occupy the attention so thoroughly that the danger will go unnoticed. Third, once in the trap, the more the prey struggles, the more tired & trapped they become. Finally a trap has to fit with the prey it is being used to catch.

Leaders foster loyalty with implied or overt scare tactics & threats. Leaving the system is equal to leaving God & His protection. Paranoia about the evils outside the system makes people afraid to leave. 

There are many types of bait. Right standing with God is one. Paul says false apostles disguise themselves as servants of righteousness (2 Cor.11:13-15). The abusive system gives people the opportunity to earn God’s approval with their own positive self-effort.

It is so appealing that people fail to notice several things. They learn to ignore others around them who point out that they are being neglected or mistreated. They also overlook it when they grow more tired as time goes on. They ignore the fact that people close to them are leaving & urging them to leave. They are oblivious to how it is becoming easier to justify the things that not too long ago they abhorred. 

Other baits include : the approval of people; religious status or position; a pay-cheque; the promise that things will improve; or an opportunity to be shamed & mistreated in a way that is consistent with their sense of deserving to be punished for being so “bad”. They ignore or overlook the fact that their goal keeps moving out of reach. 

The third aspect of a good trap is that the bait draws people deeper & deeper into the system (like a carrot on a stick with a donkey). If they want to stop struggling a voice within warns “if you give up now, just when you were about to have a spiritual breakthrough…”. So they cannot stop. This introduces “equity rescuing” where a house is called a money pit because of endless home improvements. More things keep going wrong so they need to fix it to rescue the money already put into the house. If I quit now, I’ve wasted the past 10 years, so I’ll stay for another year. The problem is that in a year they will have another year’s equity to rescue, so it’s harder to leave than before. 

In spiritually abusive relationships, the next abuse represents another move away from normal, as is the next & the next, etc.. You end up far away from normal. What’s happened up till now is it. So you try a little bit harder & invest a little more of yourself. More serious abuse occurs, so you keep setting up one more boundary that you won’t let it go beyond. It keeps moving farther & farther from healthy & normal, one step at a time. Most victims assess their present situation only by comparing it to the last adjustment. Compared to all they have invested, this latest violation just isn’t that big of a compromise. They don’t compare it to normal, so they can’t see how many unhealthy adjustments they have made. 

It’s ironic that the fact that we care so much about our faith is what contributes to our being trapped in unhealthy systems. It is hard to walk away from relationships, even if they are hurtful or abusive. It would be like losing all of our relational equity.

                                                Abused Christians

Victims of spiritual abuse end up with distorted pictures of God & self, have difficulty trusting those in authority, & have problems understanding & accepting grace. They also feel alone & crazy because they’ve had so much pressure to not talk about their experience. 

                          Victims of Spiritual Abuse Struggle in these Areas

1. Distorted Image of God. 
They have an overriding preoccupation to somehow decipher God’s will for every area of their life, including whether or not to have a certain soft drink. God is angry if they guessed wrong or failed. They lay fleeces & agonize about finding God’s will. Once they think they found it, God changes it to something else just to keep them from being lazy. They believe that God doesn’t want them on His level so He always keeps one step ahead.

They have a distorted emphasis, so they end up having a number of wrong beliefs about God. “God doesn’t even notice. God is apathetic & does nothing to help. God is powerless to help. God is utterly holy & flees to the farthest corner of the universe because they’ve broken His heart.”

Or God becomes demanding & fickle, & they have to work hard just to keep up. God is like a fickle baby whose mood is manipulated by the slightest mistake. He is never satisfied, keeps setting higher goals, & is eager for them to see how much they’ve missed the mark. God is mean & vindictive, pointing out, punishing & humiliating them for their failures. They soon believe God is an unfair judge who keeps moving the finish line in this horrible road race. 

This probably includes songs like “be careful little eyes what you see.” What kind of a loving father does a child have to be careful around? Is this actually a stay away from & watch out for God song? They believe that our place in heaven (our hierarchical position close to or far from God) is determined by how many good works we’ve done (like being careful whether we’ve been naughty or nice for Santa Claus).

2. Preoccupied with spiritual performance
Performance is more important to them than emotional honesty or human need. They have been taught a formula, not growth in relationship. They put every possible area of life into neat, orderly little packages. They may read or memorize scripture in a certain way for a set length of time. 

They have a tendency towards extremes of self righteousness (superiority, judgmentalism, perfectionism of things being just so), or shame accompanied by anxiety about external circumstances, & an urge to control what people do & how things turn out. 

3. Distorted Self-identity

They have a negative shame based identity. They feel defective, third rate, undeserving, still worthless before God, a worm, just a sinner. The song “Jesus loves even me” insinuates it was a stretch, whereas Eph.3:14-19 says Christ’s love surpasses knowledge. He so loved you.

4. Problems relating to spiritual authority

They develop ways to defend from abuse happening again. They tend to extremes of compliance or defiance. They go along whether or not they agree, or whether the authority is right. Defiance resists authority even if they agree on the inside. It is a knee-jerk reaction. It promises to prevent them from getting hurt but it doesn’t.
5. Have a hard time with Grace

They find ways to push grace away, so they do without. Or they have a sense of owing, so they find ways to pay back. They see grace as “cheap grace”, where others are lazy, taking advantage of God, or getting off the hook too easily. They believe if they have to work, others should as well.

6. Problems with personal Boundaries, rights, & death to self

They feel vaguely responsible for making sure that others don’t feel sad or rejected. They feel selfish if they say no, so they let others monopolize their life, because their life is “not their own”. They feel they have no right to say “no thank you” to another Christian, who asks if they can give them a “word from the Lord”. They have been shamed out of their “no”, their will clouded, religious agendas have intruded into their lives, & others have violated their spirituality by playing Holy Spirit. Having an opinion has come to equal lack of submissiveness. They have no rights. Having a right to not be abused is selfish.

7. Difficulty with personal Responsibility

Experiencing endless rules, regulations & the pointing out of the least flaw, shows up in their lack of energy or motivation, impatience with the needs of others, depression, a sense of being trapped, or in finding ways to escape. They have realized that no amount of performance results in acceptance or rest, therefore they give up, or expend the least amount of energy to just get by. 

Or they have learned to be over-responsible, a burden bearer. Everyone’s issues are theirs to solve. If they don’t do it who will? They are responsible for how everyone else’s & God’s day goes. They have a greater sense of God needing them, than of them needing God. Their job is to live just right so God can feel pleased at the end of the day. 

They cannot say no. They martyr themselves, believing that having needs or opinions is selfish, immature & being over-sensitive. Going without is a prime virtue. Feeling numb to life is the end result. 

8. Lack of Living Skills

They tend to be unemployed or underemployed, wandering around ill-equipped, with a bunker mentality where they are closed & paranoid toward the outside world & secretive about what goes on inside. They feel they’ve missed God’s call, & act as if contact with the world is the reason people have problems. Their solution is to keep isolated.

A college education is often looked down upon, or they believe only one or two colleges are OK. They often only work somewhere in the original system or one like it. They are often forced to take low-paying jobs, even though they are college educated. 

Their need is to develop maturity, strength, the ability to make wise decisions, & to grow in dependence upon God as their source on the inside.

9. Hard time admitting the abuse

Being told they are the problem for noticing that there is a problem, makes it hard to expose the abuse, even after they’ve left the system. Admitting the abuse out-loud, or even thinking it, feels disloyal. They have lost track of what normal really is, therefore calling it abuse feels crazy or over-reactive. 

They use denial or numbness to short-circuit the excruciating pain, because they refuse to believe that abuse is happening to them. Because they use repression, there is no recollection. It’s beyond their capacity to consciously process, so they get extremely agitated or afraid when talk approaches these experiences. It is like an emotional negative programming. They eventually experience shame & a sense of defectiveness for having allowed this to happen to them.

10. Hard time with Trust

They have a hard time trusting a spiritual system again. This is extremely significant, because the essence of living as a Christian, is a trust relationship with God within God’s family of believers.

Conclusion
It is a treadmill that produces soul-deadening weariness.

                       Some of the signs or components of Spiritual Abuse
1. The Power Dynamic 
A religious leader’s words have double weight due to their position of spiritual authority, coupled with someone making themselves vulnerable, & their assuming the leader is healthier & more knowledgeable than they are.

2. The focus gets subtly changed 

This happens when a religious leader changes a problem from being something like depression, to being the person. The focus gets shifted from being an emotion or state of feelings, to being the person or their state of being. They become labeled a rebel who needs to live up to a standard. Their spiritual position before God is being questioned.

3. Unacceptable to question an authority who consider themselves above questioning 

Perhaps even above error. The fact you question a religious leader should not make you wrong. Some leaders interpret their position of authority to mean their thoughts & opinions are supreme. A person’s only right response would be to agree. People are to neglect their needs in favor of the needs of authority.

Legalism 

Legalism replaces rest in God, with demands for spiritual performance. It is a form of religious perfectionism that focuses on careful performance & avoidance of certain behaviors. Gal.6:12-13 talks of those making a good showing in the flesh who desire you to as well so they may boast in your flesh Your performing will make these leaders look good; their self righteousness will escape the scrutiny of the cross as the only means; it will allow them to examine you instead of themselves; & they will boast in or gain validation from your performance.

Paul told Timothy to instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines. They have strayed & turned aside to fruitless discussion, wanting to be teachers. These erring teachers suppose that godliness is a means of gain In Titus 1:9-10 Paul says to refute those who contradict, for there are many rebellious, empty talkers & deceivers who must be silenced as they are upsetting whole families.

Be on guard not only against leaders & systems that throw their weight around, but also against subtle formulas & doctrines used to press into conformity with the system instead of to Christ.

                                   Identifying the Abusive System 

When power is postured, religious performance legislated, & those who notice the problem become the problem, beware. There are a number dynamics that create walls around abusive systems & make it difficult to get out. It is common for people to move from one abusive system to another because they miss the signals or talk themselves out of seeing the same dynamics.

1. Power Posturing
Abusive leaders spend a lot of time focused on their own authority, & reminding others about how much everyone is supposed to submit to it. They insist people treat what they say as if Christ Himself had said it. “In this flock, I’m the chief shepherd.” Like the Pharisees, they also pose as authorities on the basis of their position, not on the basis of godly character. That they’re eager to place people under them is a clue that it’s their own authority, not God’s.

2. Performance Orientation
Where performance is legislated, obedience & submission are two important words that will be used. Leadership will sometimes evaluate & document how others spent every minute of every day, & then decide for others what enough is. Church attendance becomes equated with obedience to Christ. “We must adhere to our formula or brand of Christianity, so we won’t become like those out there who don’t think like us, or else we’ll be letting God down.” People will obey to avoid being shamed, to gain approval, keep their status & earn points. 

When people are preoccupied with whether they’ve done enough to please God, then they will not be looking at God but at their own works, & also be concerned who else might be looking at & evaluating them. They will be keeping track of it, with an eye toward reward. This is compliant self seeking not true obedience. 

In Rom.12:2 Paul says do not be conformed, but be transformed. Don’t be squeezed from the outside in. 

3. Unspoken Rules
The people’s lives are controlled by rules. You often don’t find out they’re there till you break them. We must never disagree with the pastor or you will never be trusted & never be allowed to minister. Your loyalty will be suspect. When you break rules unintentionally, you will get neglected, ignored, overlooked, shunned or questioned. If you disagree publicly you will be openly censured, punished, asked to leave, or in extreme cases cursed. Silence becomes the fortress wall of protection, shielding the pastor’s power position from scrutiny or challenge.

The “can’t talk” rule is the most powerful rule. The real problem cannot be exposed. If you speak about the problem out loud, you are the problem. You must be silenced or eliminated. People will be told, “If you hadn’t made such a big deal, everything would still be fine; We didn’t have all these problems till you started stirring things up. You were angry & didn’t confront in a loving way so it proves…” 

Another rule is that it is better to be nice than to be honest. Eph.4:25 says to lay aside falsehood & speak truth to each other. Not even scripture is as powerful as the unwritten rules. 

A pretend peace exists. Jeremiah cries out, “the prophets say peace, peace when there is none.” Pretending unites us even though we don’t agree. Any topic should be open for discussion & we should be able to agree to disagree on some points, while continuing an open dialogue. 

The perpetrator will never be held accountable, & the victim will have to freeze up the pain & anger. It is impossible for wounds to be healed & abuse will one day escalate
4. Lack of Balance

There will be an unbalanced approach to living out the truth of the Christian life.

        Extreme Objectivism 

It is an empirical approach to life which elevates objective truth to the exclusion of valid subjective experience. An example would be suspecting or denying the Holy Spirit on a practical level. Authority is based on the level of education & intellectual capacity alone, rather than on intimacy with God. This type of system is in opposition to scripture. It limits God to act only in those ways that we can explain, prove or experience. It puts God in a box, as if understanding & memorizing scripture is the only way to hear from God. We are relegated to songs of how God used to do things. 

        Extreme Subjectivism 

Truth is based on feelings & experiences. People can’t understand truths until the leader receives them by revelation & imparts them. It is more important to act according to the word of a leader who has “a word” for you, than what you know is true from scripture or from your growth history. We are never to manipulate people by saying I was reading of Ananias & Saphira & you came to mind. It needs to be confirmed by the Holy Spirit, who lives in you. Don’t receive it until He does. In the end God is the One before Whom we must all stand & answer. 

They view education as bad or unnecessary. There is almost a pride in not being educated, & a disdain for those who are.  Beware of those who put a spiritual premium on being educated only at certain schools. 

                                       When you Cannot Leave

It’s difficult or impossible to leave, even after the abuse is recognized. The system acts like a magnet, because the focus is on performance & things look good to those on the outside. The can’t-talk rule keeps information about what’s going on inside, from getting out.
5. Paranoia

It is assumed that we are more enlightened than others, & that they won’t understand unless they become one of us. “Evil, unspiritual people on the outside are trying to ridicule, persecute or destroy us.” This mentality builds a bunker around the abusive system, isolates abusers from scrutiny & accountability, & makes it more difficult for people to leave because they will then be outsiders too. 

They are misled to believe that the only safety is in the system. “We must be getting really close to what God wants us to do because Satan has renewed his attack on us through outsiders & the evil secular media.” They focus on an external enemy to keep from answering legitimate questions. In Matt.10:16 & Acts 20:29-30 Jesus & Paul warned that one of the worst dangers was from wolves in the house

        Keeping People Wounded 
Paranoia prevents people from getting the help they need. In Rom.13:3 Paul does not tell us to hide from a problem. Pastors cover up child abuse because of distrusting the evil, secular, social service system. Rom. 13:4 points out  that God uses the legal system as “an avenger who brings wrath upon the one who practices evil”. These abusive systems also avoid Alcoholics Anonymous & other self help groups

6. Misplaced Loyalty 

One Christian organization makes it’s youth workers sign a “loyalty statement” where they promise not to minister to youth in that area for a period of years, if they ever leave that organization. Whose kingdom are they building? Because authority is assumed or legislated, & therefore not real, then following must be legislated as well. A system is set up where disagreement is the same thing as disobeying God, & questioning is equal to questioning God, because the leader is authority & authority is always right. This misplaced loyalty creates a wall around the system. 

        We Alone are Right  
Members must remain in the system if they want to be safe, be on good terms with God, & not be viewed as wrong or backslidden. They are told that we can teach you all that you need to know, & do it better than other places, because we know more than they do. If others learn elsewhere anyway, they are punished with silent treatment or their new insights are ridiculed. We need to be able to go where God tells us without it being ascribed as disloyalty or lack of spirituality.

        Scare Tactics  
Scare tactics are more serious as this is more than just the risk of being polluted by the world. God is going to withdraw His Spirit from you & your family, & destroy your business. Without our protection, Satan will get your children, & you & your family will be under a curse. This is spiritual blackmail.

        Humiliation  
The third method of calling forth misplaced loyalty is by publicly shaming, exposing, or threatening to remove people from the group. Fear of this insulates those in authority. As a result people stay shut up, then are eventually driven away because they end up isolated & spiritually starved. When they leave saying this is abusive, they are often asked to come back. This is so confusing that some people actually go back.

7. Secretive 

When you sense this, watch out, because people don’t hide what is appropriate. They are so image conscious they have to hide what is real, because they can’t live up to their own performance standards. They feel they must do this to protect God’s good name. Leadership also has a condescending view of the church members & believe that they are not mature enough to handle the truth. It is patronizing at best. 

The people also form conspiracies behind closed doors or on the phone, since it’s not OK to notice or talk about problems openly. People spend more time solving the problems behind closed doors, than ministering to people in need. Building God’s true kingdom is put on hold.

Conclusion 

It is a closed system with rigid boundaries. There will be a perception of a lot of evil on the outside, to keep people in. There will be power posturing on the inside to compel people to conform. There will be tired, wounded people who feel they are either unspiritual or crazy, & they will have major problems relating to God from the heart. They can wind up totally ill-equipped for life. When they leave they may be blown around like dry leaves, or easily drawn into other abusive systems.

                               10 Rules of a Harmful Faith System 
Rules form the distinct character or culture of the organization & are there to maintain the system & keep members in line. Rules are periodically changed at the whim of the leader.

1.  The leader must be in control of every aspect at all times.

2.  When problems arise, find a guilty party to blame immediately.

3.  Don’t make mistakes.

4.  Never point out the reality of a situation.

5.  Never express your feelings unless they are positive.

6.  Don’t ask questions, especially if they are tough ones.

7.  Don’t do anything outside of your role.

8.  Don’t trust anyone.

9.  Nothing is more important than giving money to the organization.

10. At all costs, keep up the image of the organization or the family.

1. Control 

The leader must be in control at all times. When a leader struggles with control on a personal level, he attempts to be in the centre of control in the system & to affect all the outcomes. He must have the final say in every decision, & there is little ability for others to think independently. The more one tries to control the less likely they will be able to maintain a clear vision of the larger issues of balance & focus. We should instead give control to God daily.

2. Blame 

When problems arise, find a guilty party to blame immediately. They don’t force the pastor to step down or obtain special help for adultery, but let him instead become more determined than ever to fight Satan. The woman is labeled a seductress. The congregation is blamed for burning the pastor out. By denying & avoiding personal responsibility, he can avoid the reality of needed inner changes.
3. Perfectionism 

Don’t make mistakes. They are taught they are an elite system. The priority is avoiding failure, ridicule & criticism, so they can find acceptance, love & belonging. They repress their humanness. A mistake equals fearing faith isn’t strong enough. The motivation is to work harder to compensate for the lack of faith that produced the mistake. To maintain the delusion, they must remove from the system, those who mess up. This expulsion process motivates others to measure up. It is product oriented rather than God oriented. They fear disappointing God. 

4. Delusion 

Never point out the reality of a situation. They don’t want to know how things are, but rather how they should be. Everyone works together to create the illusion that it’s the way it should be. To talk of reality is to commit organizational suicide. If someone has to break the bad news, they have to figure out how to best present the facts. A messenger with bad news is often identified as the source of the problem. The leader refuses to acknowledge, that it is almost impossible to inform him, without being punished for it.

5. Perpetual Cheerfulness

Never express your feelings unless they are positive. They don’t care about people, how they feel, or what their needs are. They care only about their own feelings. Never reveal what would make the leader feel uncomfortable. The leader wants only affirmation. They have pasted on smiles as if all is well. People with problems are considered outcasts & ostracized accordingly. Every problem is wiped away with a quick “Praise the Lord”. They believe the myth that the truly faithful are free of problems. Problems indicate lack of faith & weakness. They want to live in a world fixed by great sermons or quick prayers.

6. Blind Loyalty 

Don’t ask questions, especially if they are tough ones. Tough questions reveal doubts & lack of fruit, & are considered as resistance to the organization. Questions are viewed as a personal affront & threat to perpetrators. .Financial expenditures are beyond the understanding of followers. The big picture is too complex for the common members. The truth is nearly impossible to locate. If people want to move up in the system, they must not ask questions when things don’t add up or make sense. The leader believes ministry should revolve around him. You have no place in the system if you suggest it should revolve around people’s needs.

7. Conformity 
Don’t do anything outside your role. Don’t deviate from your role, or you’re rebellious or unstable. The leader doesn’t want individualism, he wants predictability & conformity. Play it safe. Don’t rock the boat or do it differently, we know what’s best for you, just play it safe & do what we tell you. All are guidelines for acceptance. Rejection results, if they don’t behave according to the norm. There is shaming from the top to intimidate back into submission : you’re selfish, in rebellion, a sewer of discord, not committed, not in God’s will, not fulfilling God’s call for your life, you need to learn to be obedient, or learn submission to authority.

8. Mistrust 
Don’t trust anyone. People are unable to rely on anyone but the leader. Only the leader can be trusted to prepare for the future. Each is disconnected from the others & depends on the leader. It is so the system maintains allegiance to the leader. The leader changes the rules or perceptions to meet his needs. No one but the leader should be able to interpret or direct what’s going on. Everyone else is unaware of the changes until the leader explains them. 

9. Avarice 
Nothing is more important than giving money to the organization. Jesus often talked about money because it is such a clear indicator of what is within a person’s heart & what they are like. Harmful faith organizations do not see it as an act of worship, but as a means of funding. Nothing is more important than the organizations continuation. Desperate cries for money are sure signs of depending on manipulation, not on faith in God. 

They don’t care about people, they care about their empires & their egos. People are seen as sources of funds to keep the organization going, rather than individuals worthy of service from the organization. They waste money, overextend the resources & then expect you to make up the difference. 

10. Spotless Image 
At all costs keep up the image of the organization or the family. There is denial of everyone’s humanity. The image of the god-like leader is the foundation of the organization’s growth. They are presented as having a level of perfection that others cannot obtain. They will not admit to problems or ask for forgiveness. They are perceived as the ultimate mate, able to resolve the crises of marriage with godly wisdom no one else could have had. For every problem the leader must appear sacrificial, loving & serving beyond what most people are capable. 

Without an image of perfection, reality sets in, & people stop supporting. Perception becomes reality & image the key to continued support. The leader’s job is to fool as many as possible into believing that image is reality. 

                             10 Characteristics of a Harmful Faith System

It’s obsessive people victimize family members & destroy their own faith in God. They are busy looking for a deeper teaching, not a closer walk. It has some good, right-on bible teachings, but it also has even more interpretive twists, false teachings, & power-abusive leaders. 

Without the system that feeds into & off of the religious addiction, the addiction would die. These characteristics allow the individuals stuck in the system to play out their distinct roles in a predictable manner. Knowing the characteristics can help to evaluate whether the group is poisonous. Since we are all prone to addiction, it can also aid us in staying on track or bringing us back into balance.

1. “Special claims about character, abilities, or knowledge

2.  Dictatorial & authoritarian leader

3.  an “us versus them” mentality

4.  Punitive in nature

5.  Overwhelming service

6.  Followers in pain

7.  Closed communication

8.  Legalism

9.  No objective accountability

10. Labeling

1. Special Claims

They set themselves apart from others so they feel more motivated to serve.

        The Claim of a special anointing or calling 

Abusive leaders claim or infer that its only for certain people. They have a pathological need to be valued or esteemed & usurp God’s authority. They thrive on it & build a self serving ego. It establishes one person’s authority above & beyond any earthly accountability. Followers end up focusing more on the addicted leader than on God, & lose contact with God. When this happens, religion serves the person instead of the person serving God. 

        The Claim of special Powers from God 

Abusive leaders need to feel valued, as a great person of God, & have to prove they have a favored position with God. Some faith healers work to establish their credibility, & the addicts who follow them love to watch their magic. Some exploit the sincere spiritual search of others. They may end up never knowing God. Matt.7:21-23 says “not everyone who says to Me, Lord, Lord…“

2. Authoritarian
There is no room for compromise & these leaders are free from accountability. They pick elders who are easily manipulated or fooled & act as a rubber stamp. These elders become coconspirators. The pastor justifies things by saying the Board made the decision. It is an illusion of accountability. Negative comments are seen as threats that cannot be handled so they are eliminated, so the ministry can survive & the mission be accomplished.

Everything revolves around vision of leader & their name is all over the ministry. Others’ talents & abilities are used to meet the needs of the authoritarian leader. His needs come first & must be met for the ministry to continue. His egotism revolves around a fear of being unimportant & inadequate. 

The leader has a driven personality & the more that addicts accept his teachings (dependency), the more license he takes. He is a dogmatic general & his family must fall in line, be seen & not heard, & no one is allowed to express any needs or desires. For everybody else anger is a sin. They are an omnipotent overseer waiting to punish mistakes.

3. An “Us vs. Them” mentality
Religious addicts are at war with the world, to protect their terrain & establish themselves as godly people who can’t be compared to others. Raging against evils is equated with being on fire for God. There is no middle ground. They are above & apart from others, & are self-righteous. They claim a new level of life & are building an exclusive society & empire. They stress their church’s uniqueness, superiority, special knowledge, ritual or practice. Everything involves furthering this society & it’s rules. Its rules govern & control every aspect of life. This is to keep people from deserting the organization. They cease to react & operate like human beings & have no real compassion. This system loses it’s focus on God.

4. Punitive Nature

Rather than offer hope, the leader sets difficult hoops that destroy other’s personalities. He goes to great lengths to ensure the congregation pays the price to follow. Jesus, however, did not provide a punitive system. With compassion, He just told others to go & sin no more. These leaders take it upon themselves to inflict punishment on all who doubt their integrity. The pastor, addicted to power, punishes & purges of anyone who would upset the status quo. Everyone believes God is tough to follow. 

5. Overwhelming Service 
Compulsive workaholism. They are demanded to sign up & sacrifice their family & friends. Activity is central. They are caught up in doing things rather than serving God. They serve their ego as they seek greater notoriety within the system’s hierarchy. Activity takes precedence & dries the souls. They become drained, distorted, & numb. They fall away, or burn out. 

6. Followers in Pain

Many are physically ill, emotionally distraught, & spiritually dead. The more they try to be perfect (performance oriented) the more they fail to measure up. It highlights their inadequacies & hopelessness. They feel if they could get sin under control & out of their life, then they would be loved & accepted by God. They hide their real feelings, which are suppressed to maintain the image of perfection. Pain surfaces as despair & physical illness as its not easy living in an unreal world. Some numb their feelings with over-eating in a vicious cycle of addiction. 

7. Closed Communication 
Those on the inside no longer care about the needs of those on the outside. Communication is from the top down or from the inside out. Information is valid only if comes from the top. It isn’t a two way interaction.. The leader is unapproachable. He has selective hearing & responds only to things he perceives as important, not to what doesn’t fit what he already believes. He does not take the time, as others’ views are insignificant. He values only his own words. 

The organization eventually becomes ineffective because it loses touch with the people. It has someone there to close off the communication for the leader, to placate those who disagree & satisfy those who want a direct voice to the leader. They run interference & know they are never to tell the leader anything other than what is desired to be heard. 

This system discounts the importance of each individual. Open communication is valuing process where people are heard & feel heard & treated as equals.

8. Legalism

The system is based on don’ts. What you do is valued more than who you are. Rules reinforce addiction, indoctrinate, & lead to conformity. There is no room for individuality, which is squelched. Kids rebel by the droves, & are considered outcasts who are of little importance, compared to the few willing to stay inside. 

Rules are distortions of God’s intent, & leave Him out of the relationship. When standards become the main focus, faith grows rigid & legalistic. It results in robotic duplicates who don’t discover who they are.

9. No Objective Accountability

These leaders proclaim they are so tied into God that they don’t need to be tied into people. They claim they are accountable only to God. They are little generals who avoid accountability. Their belief that no one on the outside understands, cuts off all others, & they do as they please. It is a sign of faith in self, built on self-assertion & ego. It is a person out of control.

He believes he is on a mission from God. He defines God on his terms, creates a religion around his needs, & makes others accountable to a false god of religion created in his image. 

10. Labeling

Labeling is used to discount & destroy anyone who would dare to question a perceived truth, or oppose the beliefs of the religious addict. They are disqualified so the underlying issues that need to be considered can be avoided. The potential to find the truth in the opposing argument is destroyed. 

The insecure pastor avoids anyone disagreeing with him. They choose not to address someone individually who has doubted. They demand defiance from others, against this person.

Labels become rallying points around which to squelch revolt.  It is to form sides & maintain the troops. The purpose is to separate & divide. No one wants to follow or be associated with a narrow minded (rebellious, undermining, argumentative, etc.) person. They are eliminated as a competent opponent. The others fall in line. 

Once labeled others forget they are dealing with a person. It dehumanizes, so dismissing is easier. The system cannot tolerate difference so they are no longer a person with feelings & intellect. Rumor & innuendo are used to kill a reputation, so others are more likely to go along. They are shamed, demeaned & disqualified. 

The persecution will stop only when they refuse to be victimized. 

                                                  19 Harmful Beliefs

1. Conditional Love
Some see God’s love as conditional on their behavior. They focus on their behavior rather than on God’s love. They see God as a critical parent. It’s not good enough, try harder, you can do better. They try to earn God’s love & end up with perfectionism where nothing is good enough. As a result they turn to a faith in self, & depend on performance. They operate under the belief that God is looking for a few good people. 

2. Instant Peace

Some believe that when tragedy strikes, true believers should have a real peace about it. This leads to denial, unresolved emotions, & a complete split from reality. What they have is shock, which is a natural initial reaction to protect us, by denying the depth of the pain. The stages of grief begin with denial, & this conjured peace is a form of that denial. 

True peace is only on the other side of resolving the rage that comes with every lost expectation. People need time to resolve emotions & instant peace delays & prolongs the time it takes to adjust & move on. Scripture says to be thankful in everything but this is not instant. This comes after we completely accept all aspects of the condition & how it will alter our future.

3. Guaranteed Healing

Faith teachers who believe perfect health is attainable for all, teach unbiblical dogmatism which leaves many sick & disabled persons nearly shipwrecked. They want to be God, or partly God, able to change events to meet their pleasures. They believe that if only they had more faith, they could direct the hand of God. When this doesn’t happen, guilt & anger can come between people & God, & many begin to feel like second class citizens. 

We cannot faith it into a divine intervention that God knows might lead us away from Him, rather than towards Him. God cannot be predicted or controlled with our prayers. This is presumption, not faith. 

4. Irreproachable Clergy

Some believe that all ministers are men & women of God who can be trusted, & can be the ultimate authority on every area of life. Unfortunately, ministers are real people with real problems, & are not superhuman or immune to temptations. All must be seen as imperfect & flawed. God needs leaders who face life’s problems & grow from them.

People under a defective leader often come to believe that God is defective. They attribute all the negative of that leader to all people of faith. Each time a leader’s ego, greed, power or lust causes problems, it should strengthen our faith in God by leading us to take our eyes off other people. 

5. Monetary Rewards

Some believe that material blessings are a sign of spiritual strength. This is a reflection of our materialistic society & how it measures people. Those who have much, want us to believe this. They get tainted & puffed up over all they own. Those who in the back of their minds have a strange hope the reward will be more money, can look forward to great disappointment. The comforts of wealth often rob people of dependency on God. God will not bless someone with something that would mar their relationship with Him.

They should examine the lives of the truly faithful who have been living in poverty & inconvenience so they can serve others. They are often barely able to feed their families but the percentage they give to God is extraordinarily high. Greater faith often brings an end to financial wealth. For some reason God often tempers believers in the fires of loss & poverty. When all you have left is God, you get as much of God as you possibly can. 

6. Investment Tithing

Some believe the more money you give God, the more money He will give to you. Fund raisers will say this as they try to manipulate you for their gain, & the establishment of their empires. God is not a financial investment opportunity. He isn’t a good bet to place your money on. When people use it as a ransom for future blessings, they might as well throw it in a wishing well.

Tithing was not a scheme for wealth accumulation. It was a sacrifice to show love & dedication. Rather than sacrifice they give God a tip, but less than they would a waiter. The key in giving is the motive. Do you give to honor God, or to get. Those who give will probably find that their money goes further, that they are more satisfied with what they have, the worry factor is reduced, & they are better able to relax & believe that God would meet all their needs. They do not become wealthy though. 

Giving to get more, always ends up in getting less God. If the motivation is for money then they have chosen their master. Money will master the heart & rob the greedy of any relationship with God. No one has ever been able to serve two masters at once.

7. Salvation by Works

It is a much taught theology. It is the belief that we can work or earn our way to heaven. It is attempting to make up for, & bribe God. It is a drive of perfectionism to be & look good. They think they can be perfect, incapable of any wrong. They will impose their standard on others.

They try to clean up the outside so it looks spotless but the inside is dirty. Harmful faith will drive them into a frenzy of activity, exhaustion & depression. It’s depressing to believe the one thing you have to do to get into heaven, is the one thing you cannot do.

8. Spiteful God

Some believe that all problems in one’s life result from some particular sin. People’s grief is compounded by insensitive remarks about this. Many believe God is too busy to be involved with people, but He has plenty of time for discipline & destruction. Believing every problem has a sin behind it, will drive us further from God. In John 9:1-7 Jesus said that no one’s sins had caused this man’s blindness. We cannot rule out though, that some problems directly result from certain sins.

Life is imperfect & we are going to experience tragedy & failure. God has given us freedom to make choices, so we will get burned if we play with fire. Pain is often a result of sin but not necessarily a punishment for it. God does not zap us each time we choose to sin, but by sinning we may in effect be zapping ourselves. 

Problems result from poor decisions & we must deal with those problems. It is better to focus on how God can use the problem to build our faith & that of others. 

9. Slavery of the Faithful

It is the belief that we must not stop meeting others’ needs. They live for everyone else, meeting everyone else’s needs, taking no time for themselves. They see themselves as slaves to God & others, not as free persons equal to others. For them life is one miserable sacrifice after another. They can end up spending 90% of their adult life as a caregiver. 

This role frequently produces anger, depression & resentment of God & family, & a late nervous breakdown is a likely outcome. This is the basis of the codependency movement. People who thought they were helping out of love, were actually doing it because they knew of no other way to exist. They become so wrapped up in everyone else that they lose who they are & what they want to accomplish. 

It is healthy for all of us to recognize that we have some basic needs that must be met. Self sacrifice is part of the Christian life, but carried to an extreme it can become a compulsive act rather than an act of compassion. What good does it do to meet others’ needs if that produces so much anger in you that you cannot relate to them in a loving manner. 

God wants our needs met too, so we need to self-assess to determine if some of our own needs have been neglected, that could cause major problems later on. When our emotional or spiritual needs are not met, those areas shut down. The longer they go unmet, the greater the problems that arise. 
Jesus desires a place of rest, & time to regain perspective, for all of us. We need to take the time to back away. You cannot feed the poor if you do not eat, or this sacrifice will kill you. Jesus took time to maintain His health (eat, pray, rest, time away from the crowds), even though He came to serve others. There was balance in His life. He could not go on until His own needs were met.

10. Irrational Submission
Some believe we must always submit to authority. 

God wants us to move out of unethical circumstances, or make deadly secrets known, including in the workplace with unethical managers. Believers standing up to & protesting the unfaithful laws of governments over the years has produced needed change.

We need to place the principle of integrity above the principle of submission. When authority is not well placed & does not respect individuals, it is our responsibility to expose the abuse & be part of the solution. We are to do this even if it means moving into uncomfortable zones, including financial security. To not do this will only allow it to pass to new generations.

Christ challenged the authorities who had turned their faith away from God & into a practice of following rules developed by men. The teaching of man’s rules as God’s way produces problems. Christ stood up & told them they were wrong. He tried to produce change & overturn the system. 

11. Christian Inequality

Some believe that God uses only spiritual giants. This generation, however, has seen many so-called spiritual giants fall. The myth that if you are in ministry you are always wonderful & dedicated has been shattered. The truth is that God has not called some & the rest are of second-class status. We are all on equal footing. 

Believing this, leads to many passing ministering to others, on to the pastor. They believe you have to be perfect, or near perfect, or specially called. As a result, people become lazy & are not motivated to find a way to further God’s kingdom. They neglect their gifts because they are not as great as others. 

God, however, often uses those who have major flaws, or who have been through a great deal of pain (Moses the stutterer, David the adulterer). No one is too messed up, & no task is too unimportant to matter to God.  When His chosen people messed up He always found a way back for them. Everyone has some gift granted by God. Jesus said that we needed to develop our talents. We probably will never be satisfied or fulfilled if we don’t. Take what God gives you & use it the best you can. Then don’t stop to compare.

12. Passivity

Some believe that having a true faith means waiting for God to help me, & doing nothing until He does. This is the foundation for laziness. Some misinterpret waiting on God as rolling over & playing dead. It does not, however, mean turning off the brain. We must use our mind & will to do things within our power & trust God to do those things not in our power. God expects us to use our strengths while we depend on Him to assist us.

Alcoholic spouses allow drinking to continue instead of taking steps to intervene. They pray instead of exercising the tough side of love & confronting defects that need attention. Parents pray & allow children to grow up being spoiled & immature rather than forcing them to take responsibility for themselves. We should not sit idly by waiting for a job to magically appear.

We must take action. God wants us to act beyond our comfort zones. These painful times make us more reliant on God, in acting on things that would be easier to delay. We only enable our children’s negative behaviors or our spouse’s unfaithfulness, by only praying about it. 

13. Biblical Exclusivity

Some believe if it’s not in the bible, it isn’t relevant. The battle between religion & psychology has been waged here for years. The bible is not a manual to do brain surgery. It is naïve to believe that every fact needed to survive is contained in scripture. We must figure out some things for ourselves. We do, however, need to make sure things line up with biblical truth. 

Some pastors seem to be threatened by anything outside their field. They want to play physician, counselor & parent to the flock & want nothing to do with anything that might challenge their authority. Some need help beyond what the church can provide.

14. Heavenly Matchmaking

Some believe God will find & deliver to them the perfect mate, & that they could never be happy with anyone else. Hurtful faith always has an element of quick fix & once-and-for-all thinking. When this doesn’t happen, or abuse or divorce results, many feel anger to God, that He let them down, & took away their perfect mate. Depression often results. 

Their faith gets shaken & a new reality about God crashes in on them. It causes tremendous heartache as they expected marriage to be instant bliss. The naïve then tend to move to a belief in an impersonal God, who probably doesn’t care about them. They go from one extreme to another.

We need to make informed decisions & not rely on blind faith. God gave us free wills so we are not robots programmed to make right choices. God can work in our lives no matter what foolish or wise decisions we make. God wants us to use our ability to reason & use our minds so we can discover aspects that could be problems later. 

Courtship is no time to overlook the obvious. Premarital counseling & the opinions of friends & family can help. Marriage requires realistic thinking & hard work. We must realize there will be flaws in our mates, so it’s not horrifying because they’re unexpected. Marriages are never made in heaven, they are developed on earth by two committed partners.
15. Pollyanna Perspective
Some believe that everything that happens to us is good & is an immediate blessing. They rationalize that a positive attitude must be used to face every crisis. When someone is dying of cancer, they demand others be happy & claim it as a great & good victory provided by God. 
Can a person in touch with reality be grateful in times of crisis. Is it a real test of faith to be able to greet each new piece of bad news with a big grin & trite expression. It’s evidence of unreal people manufacturing an unreal response. 

They try to short-circuit the grieving process by declaring everything is good & sent from God. They deny how they really feel & delay dealing with the pain. It is an addictive habit that produces quick relief, by avoiding & blocking reality.

This type of thinking makes people question whether God is a cruel joker who inflicts pain & expects us to be happy about it. God allows bad things, but He does not cause them. He does use each crisis for our good. He makes each a faith building experience. He will work everything together for our good if we let Him. It is not instant though. 

16. Bullet-Proof Faith

Some believe a strong faith will protect them from problems & pain. This belief is used to manipulatively bring people to Christ. Rather than seek Christ, they seek relief. Then they become nonbelievers when evidence of lack of protection & the hard facts about life manifest. They were never true believers to begin with. Many lives have been ruined because of this teaching. Their disappointments in God increase their pain.

Bad things happen to good people & it has nothing to do with degrees of faith. Those who walked with Christ were beset by pain, poverty, tragedy, poor health, beatings & other problems. 

The practice of faith does not add up to brownie points of protection. It does not bring God’s intervention. Faith provides perspective, endurance & purpose through tough times. Let God use your pain to bring you closer to Him.

17. Vindictive God

Some believe God hates sinners, is angry with & wants to punish them. They fear a God out of control who might make them the next target. This produces fear & anxiety & prevents a personal relationship. Some do not accept a real God because they fear Him too much so they write him off as a myth. 

Sin may produce dire consequences that should not be mistaken for God’s anger. God has created an ordered world with cause & effect. In essence we punish ourselves so often God does not have to. People mess themselves up because they are irresponsible & then blame a vindictive God who is supposedly evoking wrath. An angry God is used as an excuse for too many behaviors & mistakes. Their guilt becomes an excuse to stay stuck in pain & disappointment & not move on. 

We should be reaching out to those with Aids, not yelling “I told you so.” It is used as an excuse to condemn the people themselves. Jesus didn’t want the woman caught in adultery stoned. He took the occasion to challenge the accusers to look at themselves. He didn’t lecture her, try to make her feel bad or try to convince her of anything. His compassion was the convicting element. 

God disciplines out of a love that is tough enough to stop the progression of irresponsibility. It is always for our own good & provides opportunities for growth. It is hard to differentiate between problems we cause & problems that come as God’s discipline. Perhaps God simply uses the consequences of our own poor decisions to discipline us. No one knows for sure. His loving discipline comes when we veer away from His will & He moves to bring us back.

18. Impersonal God

Some believe God is too big to care about us, rather than One who can make life bearable.

He will reveal Himself to each of us if we allow Him. Over the years people can refer either to many coincidences or to numerous times when God was moved to intervene personally. God tries to make Himself known through meeting personal needs. We search the universe for God & all the while He is with us, in love with each of us. 

19. Divinely Ordained Happiness

Some believe that more than anything else, God wants us to be happy. In our society everything is acceptable as long as it makes a person happy. The search for happiness always ends in ruin, as it is a meaningless pursuit. It is temporary & based on our circumstances. The heroin addict is able to be instantly happy.

God’s primary goal is not for us to be happy. He wants more than just happiness for us. God sees the bigger picture & knows that pain is only temporary. Pain can be a great motivator to draw closer to God. With God, circumstances are much less important than perspective. Perspective allows us to accept that each painful moment matures us to handle greater pain, & develop wisdom from the experience. 

Trusting in, & growing closer to God through adverse circumstances, will allow the pain to be transformed into joy, which is a deeper, richer experience than happiness. Joy requires teamwork with God. Happiness is always fleeting, whereas joy grows over time. Some forms of happiness can diffuse joy & satisfaction. When we stop seeking happiness & start seeking God, lasting joy comforts & sustains us. When we search for something more meaningful, happiness develops as a by-product. 
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                                      Social Psychology & Spiritual Abuse
Social Psychology has found that there are many common group dynamics that influence people’s behavior in groups. These group dynamics occur in churches just as much as in any other group. Problems & abuse ever more progressively occur in any group, the more the dynamics of group attraction, cohesiveness & conformity are consciously or unconsciously manipulated.

In order to have as pure a faith as we can, we need to honestly face & tease out these processes. Otherwise some of these dynamics can end up being idols between us & God. Spiritual truth can end up becoming religious form. We can increasingly end up having a form of godliness & lip-service, devoid of God.

As with other groups, people tend to be attracted to churches when they are under conditions of stress (self esteem); when they are attracted to church members or their activities (serving others, musical, etc.); when they have common goals with the church (which gives them meaning & purpose); & when the church can be used to attain goals that are not per se part of the church’s objectives (security, worth, & a decrease of anxiety, child-like regression & dependence on needs being met & taken care of in a paternalistic system, avoiding being responsible for working out their emotional struggles or problems by handing over their lives to an authoritarian leader / group norms to manage or guide).

Once someone has joined a church (group) because of attraction, there are intense forces that can be played upon to get people to stay, other than the reality & presence of God. These cohesiveness forces that keep people loyal & dedicated, are dependent on continuing to make the group attractive. 

These forces basically centre around the belief that God is leading their group (as opposed to the reality of this); group goals (saving the world; & also the paradoxical failure cohesion effect related to the time & effort invested, resulting in blaming Satan or the world for failures); threats (of losing the prize or goal to another denomination, which leads to competing & striving to prove others wrong; or of external threats from those outside the group who are mocking them); exaggeration (exalt their own virtues & magnify the vices of others; circular logic that increases self esteem); the severity of the initiation they have undergone (all they have suffered & had to give up for their drastic change of beliefs & lifestyle); similarity of attitude (extreme beliefs lead to increased isolation from those outside the group, & therefore more dependence on those within the group for endorsement & confirmation); group size (new converts seen as proof they’re right & that God has chosen & is leading them); percentage of friends in the group (extreme beliefs eliminate outside friendships & act as a circular effect to turn them back to the group); attendance of group activities (participation gives meaning to their lives & proves their attraction; & participation may be a requirement to belong); having their affiliation needs met (high relatedness with others who have also sacrificed much); & having a high degree of open communication within the group (about spiritual things & group goals).

Legitimate concern over people’s independent thinking, begins especially when group pressures go beyond attraction & cohesiveness issues, & into the pressures of group conformity. This has been found to be true in most groups, not just religious groups.

The main areas of group conformity pressures that apply to religious groups are :  ambiguous reality (questioning a leader’s interpretation of spiritual truth); group competence (the belief that God is leading this group); normative pressures of friends in the group (powerful as not many friends outside the group because of extreme beliefs); group unanimity (the difficulty of being the only one questioning); the manipulation of status (advancing in the organization only if you obey & don’t question); & how intelligence is by-passed by rationalizations (over-spiritualizing, etc.).

Social Comparison Theory demonstrated the power of informational pressure in a study that was done with visual lines of different lengths (Middlebrook, 1980). All of the people in a group, except for the one being tested, were told beforehand how to rate the length of the various lines. It was to test the effects of conformity pressure on the lone individual in the group who was not privy to the information that was being manipulated.

The experiment found that only 20% of the individuals who went through this study, were independent of conformity pressure to acknowledge the lines lengths as being different than they actually were. 10% were fully given over to conformity & 70% were pressured to some extent to misperceive physical visual reality.

The Social Comparison Theory postulates that when reality is at all ambiguous, we rely on other people & their judgment as an important source of information. These percentages would obviously go much higher the more ambiguous the reality at hand is (abstract spiritual truth as opposed to concrete visual lines).

Groupthink
It has been found that in highly cohesive groups that are preoccupied with maintaining group consensus & unity, critical thinking becomes obliterated (Janis, 1972). Independent analytical thought, the testing of alternatives, the weighing of pros & cons, & the consideration of moral issues, become subverted. 

The example used is the planning President John Kennedy’s group of advisors did with him regarding the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961. This invasion failed miserably as it was based on a whole set of assumptions that were almost laughably nonsensical. 

The characteristics of groupthink that they found were : the illusion of invulnerability; rationalizations to justify their actions so they can ignore any evidence that is inconsistent with their beliefs; believing in the inherent morality of their group, so questioning the morality of their decisions becomes irrelevant; stereotyping the opposition in oversimplified ways; the leader supplying one sided information which manipulates the group’s agenda; self-censorship of their own divergent thoughts; self appointed mindguards suppress information inconsistent with the leaders belief, by reproaching those who deviate; & the illusion of unanimity because everyone is afraid to express their doubts.

The manipulation of attraction, cohesiveness & conformity forces, as well as groupthink dynamics, obviously has many parallels & applications to spiritually abusive groups. 

In the Healing / Treatment section at the end of the day, we’ll look at this study’s recommendations for preventing groupthink.
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                       The “Fit” between Spiritually Abusive systems & the Abused

It is believed that there is usually a fit between spiritually abusive systems & those who are willing to remain in them. Those with a dysfunctional family background, or a number of unresolved hurts that they are avoiding facing, tend to gravitate to & stay in these churches.

                                             What is Religious Addiction?

It is when religion, not a relationship with God, controls a person’s life. People from dysfunctional families, with unrealistic expectations, or those out for their own gain or comfort, seem especially prone to it. They use it to avoid reality & responsibility. It provides a distraction through compulsive churchaholism or religious ritual. It is an excuse to put off dealing with pain in life, & wait instead for God to do what He wants us to do.

They concoct a god or faith that serves self rather than honors God. It is a counterfeit where a replacement is found for God. How they look becomes more important than who God is. Acts of religion replace steps of growth. The façade is substituted for a heart longing to know God, & forms a barrier between them & God.

Delusion 

At some point they cross the line in their ability to see what is happening to them. This is called delusion, & is the end result of conscious forms of denial. Delusion is the distorted perception of reality, a totally unrealistic view of what is real. Conscious denial has to exist in a spiritual abuse situation in order to convince others that everything is fine, & also to fix blame away from the person or system. Delusion is one of the main components in the learned powerlessness of the victim. It is a warp in the thinking process that filters out or twists information coming in from the outside. It is probably the most significant factor in keeping the victim trapped in the abusive system.

As denial turns to delusion, addicts lose sight of how the addiction is hurting them & how their own life is affecting others. Friends offer warnings but to no avail. You employ your unhealthy relationship skills “for God”, rather than taking the painful course of receiving help to change them. You can rescue people from the consequences of their behaviors & be a hero. You can exercise personal power & opinions & call it God. You deny what you see, how you feel, how tired you are, & the problems you have, & call it spiritual.

There are laws to protect the vulnerable (children, disabled, aged) from being abused, but not for protecting adults who have a sense of learned powerlessness. Somewhere in their life, their power was stolen from them, or they have not learned the skills needed to not be victimized.

Shame based relationships either prepare people to be abused, or don’t prepare them to not be abused. There is a belief that you are so weak & defective, that you are nothing without this relationship.

Shame based foundations: undermine relational honesty, hinder a maturing relationship with God, fosters dependence upon those in power, and builds systems where appearance is more important than reality.

Abusers are made, not born as 85% of abusers & 30% of victims grew up in abusive homes.

For some it is the need to avoid the tough reality of our high stress society. For others it is a retreat from dealing with the reality of a painful childhood or the loss of a loved one. Unwilling to process the pain, they hide behind walls of denial built with stones of work, activity, trying harder, shame & perfectionism. Breaking through their denial becomes extremely difficult as they invest more of their identity into their poisonous ideas.

Some instead try to earn God’s love & favor through Him noticing their dedication. They are driven to feel extreme guilt if they don’t sacrifice family, friends & themselves in service of the church. It becomes an addiction that traps them in painful obsessions & compulsions. 

Still others use their harmful faith as a way to avoid the realities of life. They expect God to work miracles at their beck & call like a genie or personal magician. Rather than face up to painful things they pray & let mishap happen. They expect God to do for them what He is waiting for them to do for themselves. 

They are not really looking for God, they are searching for relief & a means to avoid the pain they need to face. They live in a fantasy world of quick fixes & easy solutions. They grow weak in their ability to cope. Looking for the religious high, they are similar to addicts searching frantically for the next fix. 

It leads to : an ungodly passivity that leaves them doing nothing unless “God has spoken” with personal direction; an addiction to compulsive work & striving to please God; giving to buy God’s favor; a cop-out or way to avoid dealing with tough life situations; something ugly & void of a loving God, harmful to them & to those who are near. Rather than being detached from material gain, self importance & the urge to dominate others, many promote their own importance, material gain & right to oppress others.

                                       Characteristics of Religious Addicts

Some of the common characteristics of those who succumb to religious addiction are : having had rigid parents, experiences of disappointment, low self worth, & having been victims of abuse.

Rigid Parents 

Having had rigid parents leads to entering adulthood clinging to someone serving up any form of rigidity. They are drawn to it. We are creatures of habit, comfortable with what we know. Perhaps they have a hidden desire to fix the rigid system, in order to loosen themselves up & free themselves to enjoy life.

Experience Disappointment   

Addicts become attracted & attached to any group that promises acceptance without risk. 

Low self-worth  

People fall victim to pressures to conform if they do not value themselves or have their own beliefs. They go along with the group consensus. They feel alienated & isolated & want to belong & be accepted. Childhood trauma is forgotten because of the euphoria of so much affection in church. They then make radical decisions to trust, & reinforce it with justifications Their addiction moves them to believe the unbelievable if it will provide at least a moment of relief. They don’t see the exploitation, because their low self-worth has allowed them to be exploited all their lives, so it seems almost normal.

Victims of Abuse   

Child abuse often leads to further victimization. They feel detached & unloved & function with a feeling of loss. Attention from a father replacement can set off a craving for more attention & a vulnerability to being victimized again. They think no one else cares or has to endure their kind of pain so they are susceptible to someone who seems to have a heart of gold, & a simple plan for an easy life.

Compulsive Religious Activity  

They are driven by guilt & a desire to earn favor from God so that one day God will look down & change reality for them. They hope He will relieve their pain or make life magically more easy for them than for others. Their earn as you go mentality places their future in the hands of their ability to achieve, accomplish & sacrifice.

                                            A Definition of Addiction 

It is when a person is excessively devoted to something or surrenders compulsively & habitually to it, where they would sacrifice family, job, economic security, & sanity. It is when all else is sacrificed for something, & it becomes the central part of a person’s life. It happens when someone seeks relief from pain, a quick fix, or an immediate altered mood. 

The addict becomes devoted to the source of mood alteration &, by giving up everything for that change in feelings, comes to worship the addictive act. The addiction is allowed to flourish because of it’s ability to alter reality in small or large doses. The addict has little self worth & forms faulty perceptions of God & the world in general. Mood alteration allows the false perceptions to somehow make sense, & feel less of a burden. They will come to rely on this mood alteration as a translator of reality or an insulator from it. All addictions are used to change reality into a more tolerable form. All result in disillusionment & isolation.

Emotional Addictions

Some people are addicted to negative emotions which are easier to manage than other more painful or difficult emotions. Retreating into sadness & depression can become more tolerable than anger & rage, which are thereby masked. They retreat into less negative feelings in an attempt to cope.

For example, it’s not ladylike to be angry, which would risk the wrath or perceived loss of love & attention. To be pleasing to a power greater than themselves they sacrifice their anger. Without their anger, they cannot muster the courage to address their God. Their anger did not go away, but remained deep & hidden, often manifesting in depression, irritability, & a nothing is right, complaining mentality. They become addicted to their misery because it allows them to forget about or postpone dealing with anger. It allows for pain to be deferred.

Some Christians believe anger is a sin, & that we must be completely loving & forgiving at all times. This is a distortion of how Christianity & reality are to be joined. Jesus expressed anger over the unwholesome faith activities of misled religious people.

Some realize they have been misused, taken advantage of & abused by church leadership, but are unable to express anger, instead rationalizing that God would deal with the abusers, so they hang in & say nothing. The result of not expressing anger is becoming more depressed, bitter, & resentful. Often it is rationalized that it is not OK to get angry with those in authority or that all persecution is ordained by God.

If they express anger they would have to take responsibility, for the shame connected & bound with their anger from childhood experiences of feeling unacceptable. This connection causes them to be dysfunctional in relationship with God, themselves & others. 

This religious addiction provides an illusionary relationship to God & a false sense of acceptance for playing the role of miserable martyr in the hurtful system. Without anger we are unable to cleanse the temple of God & maintain it’s sanctity, nor can we get the violating people out of our lives. Without anger, we are relegated to playing the role of enabler & victim. Those who deny the presence of anger can be vulnerable to manipulation & exploitation, & become powerless to stand for what is right or act in self-defense.

In our society big boys don’t cry. As a result men often stumble through life without understanding, & out of touch with their feelings. That which cannot be processed is repressed. When we don’t feel safe acknowledging our feelings, anger becomes an adrenaline rush to retreat to, to avoid expressing hurt feelings. The payoff is not just that we avoid looking weak, but we also feel differently because of the chemicals (adrenaline) pumped through our bodies. This lack of grieving is a poison to our existence. We are unable to move on without the needless baggage of building negative feelings, which will need to be compensated for & replaced with emotions that are less threatening to express. 

The macho, aggressive , American male image is a defense against life, vulnerability, control & ridicule. They are driven to perform to gain other’s respect. Many times what is seen as giftedness or “anointing” is simply an overcompensation. Many, driven to power by their anger, are full of feelings, unfelt until a crisis or breakdown brings them to the surface. 

Jesus was in touch with His feelings & did not deny the depths of what He felt. He did not withhold them for fear that others would no longer follow Him. Others today would probably try to shame Him by saying “where is Your faith, rejoice always, in everything give thanks for this is the will of God, you need to have peace about this”. He would not be living up to their image of a man of God or how easy faith in God is supposed to make life. It would be too threatening to their inner worlds of hidden feelings. 

They are addicted to familiar emotions that make life bearable, appear easier & are the ones their hurtful family tolerated. To be accepted, addicts were forced to find or create a delusional reality that allowed them to avoid what they never learned to handle. They became addicted to pretense & the emotions they relied on to survive. We are walking paradoxes of what we feel & what we’re willing to show. Pushing people around masks the depression inside. 

Addiction as Idolatry 

Initially it alters a person’s mood, bringing brief temporary change, but as the problem progresses, the person becomes a slave to the addiction & gives up everything for it. It becomes an idol of worship. The object of idolatry stands in the place of & in the way of God. All addicts find a means to make life tolerable, & avoid pain & internal conflict.

                                                 Religion as Addiction 

Their lives focus on religion & not on God. Religion engulfs them & they lose themselves to the practice of it. They spend all their time in bible studies, services, outreaches, etc.. It is an escape from the pain of the past. They become more dependant on religion than on God. Their sharing with friends has more to do with their need to be affirmed & accepted than with their love of God. They relish the mood alteration they experienced when those around them esteem their ability to teach. They feel valued for what they can do, not who they are. 

They are hooked on the joy of feeling valued. Religion makes them feel like they are somebody. They alter their mood with their sense of righteousness. The warmth of the other followers melts away the ability to objectively evaluate the experience. The addict becomes lost inside the organization that looks good to most but is actually a wall between the follower & God.

Addictive Components of Religion

Anything that hides or kills the pain of not being able to process the conflicts of life & relationships will serve well as an addiction. One can become addicted to feelings of righteousness, or finally being right about something, prayer, emotional highs from worship & praise, to being part of something exciting or belonging to something big. They are addictive only when they become the purpose of the endeavor rather than a by-product. It is harmful & addictive when people lose focus, or the feelings rather than God become the central part of worship.

For some the Word becomes a god unto itself. Memorization can become an addiction as people become obsessed with verses. It becomes a form of religious intellectualism where someone is so immersed in one aspect of faith that it replaces real faith. The comfort of God is pushed aside by the self-induced comfort of superiority from being able to rattle off verses. 

Every relationship turns into a student-teacher dynamic where the person holds themselves above another ready to set them on course. It repulses & alienates. As they build up their image they put God down in the eyes of others who see this. The position of teacher brings a sense of power, prestige & control. It is used to gratify the need for security.

Individuals become more like what the church wants them to be, or more as they want to be perceived by others. The ones who cannot find fulfillment at home with their families attain it at church every time the doors are open. The ones who rise to the top of the organization are provided with feelings of meaning & purpose. 

                                        Foundations of Religious Addiction

- Abusive parent (physical, emotional or sexual), often the father.

- Child deprived of nurturing. Neither parent meets the basic emotional needs of the 

       child.

- Feelings of alienation. Child feels detached from family & what is perceived as a 

       perfect world for others.

- Attitudes of perfectionism from imperfect parents. Demanding parents inflict the child 

       with an irrational desire to be perfect & make no mistakes.

- High expectations. Parents are relentless in demanding the child be what they were not 

       & attain what they did not.

- Low affirmation. Child exerts tremendous effort but parents never satisfied & rarely  

       provide positive feedback to child.

- Parents’ addiction problems. Frequently one or both will be alcoholics or sex addicts, or 

       they exhibit other obvious compulsive behavior.

- Absent father. A child of divorce may have little male influence.

- Feelings of being dirty. Abuse & negative attention leave child feeling guilty & dirty.

- Poor peer relationships. Afraid to share personal reality with others, the child feels cut 

       off emotionally from friends & often seeks destructive relationships.

- Vivid fantasy world. Reality becomes so difficult that the child creates a fantasy world 

       & retreats to it frequently.

- Feelings not shared. The home has provided little freedom to express emotions, & the 

       child never learns how this is done or why it is helpful.

                                            The Stages of Religious Addiction

Characteristics of the Early Stage of Religious Addiction

- Extreme stress. Increased stress impairs judgment & obscures warning signs of harmful 

       faith

- Repeated disappointments. Feelings that nothing works out right lead a potential addict 

       to seek quick fix solutions to lost expectations.

- Miserable existence. The addict has turned in many directions for hope & found none.

- Feelings of insignificance. The addict starts to believe life does not matter & there is no 

       productive part to be played in it.

- Spiritual search initiated. Out of despair the addict seeks spiritual answers as a last 

       resort.

- Loneliness. Any attention from any source would be welcomed.

- Hoping for someone to solve misery. Solving the problems seems too difficult; there is 

       a need to be rescued.

- Increasing doubts about God. Wondering if God cares or if God is real, he or she is 

       more vulnerable to variations of traditional faith.

- Increasing dependency on others. Association with others allows for delusional thoughts 

       & existence in an unreal world.

- Feelings of guilt. Nothing can be done to overcome powerful guilt feelings.

- Feelings of insecurity. A terrible disaster seems to be lurking, & everything seems to be 

       a potential sign of doom.

- Geographic cures. In an attempt to solve problems, the addict believes a fresh start will 

       make life better but discovers it has further complicated the problems.

- Loss of other interests. Family, friends, & other activities are replaced with the 

       compulsive activities surrounding the practice of hurtful faith.

- Abandonment by friends & family. Associates become so irritated by obnoxious 

       behavior that they no longer spend time with the religious addict.

- Unwillingness to discuss problems. The individual becomes unapproachable about 

       increasing out-of-control behaviors.

- One-sided sermons. Edicts, scriptures & judgments so fill the dialogue with the person, 

       that all conversations cease.

- Faith attached to a person. A comforting person becomes the link to harmful faith.

- Intoxicating affiliation. First experiences in new harmful faith group produce immediate 

       mood alteration.

- Growing attraction. Every new meeting, person, & experience increases the attraction to 

       the harmful faith group.

- Heavy church attendance. Attendance becomes a means of avoidance & a way to be 

       part of the group, with little relationship with God.

- Conformity with other addicts. The person starts to look, dress, & talk like others in the 

       group.

- Lack of intimate relationships. Intimacy with friends & family is sacrificed for the sake 

       of religion.

- Growing denial & self-justification. The person becomes blind to problems & justifies 

       behavior.

- Scripture as a weapon. Verses are quoted to judge others & justify self.

Characteristics of the Middle Stage of Religious Addiction

- Immersed in the system. The person becomes an active member, identifying completely 

       with the group.

- Knows propaganda of the group. Many pieces from the leader’s writings are readily 

       quoted.

- Outspoken. Little regard is shown for offensive comments made in the name of faith.

- Giving unusual amounts of money. Basic needs of the family are sacrificed to have gifts 

       noticed by the organization & to win favor.

- Relates to few people outside the group. Relationships are limited to other misled 

       believers.

- Recruitment of others. Motivated to recruit others to the harmful faith, the addict does 

       not attempt to bring others closer to God.

- Self-medication. The religious experience becomes an intoxicating high that medicates 

       the addict’s pain. Each new day is a search for a new religious high.

- Disappointed if ecstasy does not occur. Longing for the emotional catharsis that brings 

       relief, the addict searches for other forms of relief when the harmful faith does not 

       produce it.

- Dual addictions. Other addictions develop, such as eating, drinking, & having illicit 

       sexual encounters, as the pleasure from religious ecstasy wears off.

- Difficult to handle rejection. Those refusing to join the group are discounted, to 

       overcome the feelings of rejection.

- All-encompassing practice of faith. Every area of the addict’s life is affected by the 

       destructive faith.

- Always searching for ways to further the faith. Every activity is used as a means to talk 

       about the group & it’s beliefs.

- Discovery & use of special gifts. Self-manufactured & authentic spiritual gifts are used 

       to exploit & manipulate.

- Claims of special anointing. The addict believes God has provided a more unique 

       mission & more unique gifts than the less faithful have.

- Increased pressure. The drive to perform & please does not stop.

- Involvement for survival. The addict becomes trapped in the system with no choice but 

       to conform or risk mental upheaval. The addict is totally dependent on the system for 

       survival.

- Deepening denial. Unable to see the price being paid for magical thinking, the addict 

       refuses to question the reality of the faith.

Characteristics of the Late Stage of Religious Addiction

- Despair. The addict begins to sense hopelessness because the harmful faith is not 

       producing the desired results.

- Erratic behavior. Knowing something is wrong & refusing to change beliefs, the addict 

       attempts to fix the problem by changing behavior rather than the heart.

- Resentment & anger. As the addict’s world falls apart, everyone else is to blame, & 

       everyone else is a source of rage.

- Obsession with beliefs. Continually wondering what is wrong with the faith, the addict 

       questions, ponders, & thinks through each belief until the addict is completely unable 

       to concentrate.

- Deep depression. Collapse of beliefs leads to the inability to function.

- Physical deterioration. Depression & stress take their toll on the body, resulting in 

       fatigue, lack of appetite, & medical complications.

- Stagnation. Once faith is lost, all else seems lost, & the addict is unable to do anything 

       but obsessively ponder past mistakes.

- Searching for another fix. Other addictions such as food, drugs, & sex intensify as the 

       addict seeks relief from other sources.

- Fear. Experiencing major insecurity, the addict becomes afraid of everyone, seeing each 

       person as a threat. The addict is afraid to continue in the hurtful faith system & afraid 

       to get out.

- Financial collapse. Work-related problems & financial irresponsibility often result in 

       financial collapse.

- Family deterioration. Stress & distrust destroy family relationships, resulting in affairs 

       & divorce.

- Hitting bottom. Running out of self-will & manipulation, the addict must give up the 

       addiction & turn to God.

                                           The Roles of Harmful Faith
Harmful Faith Pecking Order 

The harmful system has its own pecking order & uses certain dysfunctional roles for 

keeping that pecking order in place.

- The religious persecutor is bound by the fear of giving up the power-and-prestige 

       position, lest he or she has to face failure & insignificance.

- The religious coconspirator is bound to the system, to have a purpose in life & to   

       avoid the fear of letting the persecutor down.
- The religious enabler is bound by the fear of ridicule & shame.

- The victim of religious abuse is bound to follow & blindly believe.

- The outcast is bound by the desire to let the truth be known & to be free from the hurtful 

       system.

The roles, except for that of the outcast, are driven by the fear of not belonging to the harmful faith family. The only thing more fearful than not belonging to the misguided family of faith, is the fear of not belonging to anything at all.

Characteristics of the Persecutor 
- Frequently defends his own problem

- Feels a need to embellish the truth & make things appear more grand than they really 

       are

- Feels the need to be in control
- Seeks power & control

- Speaks boldly about sinful behavior, even when involved in that same behavior

- Projects his own wrongs onto other people

- Sees things in terms of very black or very white
- Believes people are extremely wonderful or bad, usually depending on the amount of 

       support offered to the persecutor

- Has an attitude of superiority

- Often is motivated by greed

- Fears sexual inadequacy

- Was probably born into an abusive or neglectful home that appeared wonderful to 
       those outside the family

- Feels owed something

- Feels persecuted
- Is extremely self-centred

- Lives in a false world where he’s convinced he is right

- Usually possesses special talents

- Contorts God’s Word to fit his own beliefs
- Surrounds himself with people who are insecure & easily swayed
- Manipulates others using guilt, shame, & remorse

- Blames others for his own failures
- Attempts to make others accept responsibility for his mistakes
- Feels disappointed in God, self, & others

- Usually is impressed with material goods & those who own them

- Is very angry
- Has compulsions in several areas

- Possesses an observable compulsion such as hard work that appears admirable to the 

       world

- Possesses a hidden compulsion that would disgust most people if it were known

- Places great value on performance

- Deeply resents having to perform

- Is not involved in any accountable relationships
- When in a bind he will ask for forgiveness & appear sincere when doing so

- Fears not measuring up or losing his image
- Fears that if he’s no longer able to perform for the masses, he will be useless to God

- Needs professional help

Characteristics of the Co-conspirator 

- Assumes the role of the ultimate team player
- Shows total dedication to the persecutor

- Always finds a way to support the position of the persecutor

- Feeds the persecutors ego
- Is addicted to the power granted by the persecutor

- Keeps things going within the harmful faith system

- Ensures that everything is taken care of responsibly

- Typically is a small person who feels big when in on the action

- Willingly deceives to maintain the persecutor’s power

- Is good at lying

- Enjoys being rewarded for willingness to distort the truth

- Usually felt inferior as a child

- Ties personal feelings of value to another person, rather than to God

- Protects his sense of self-worth by protecting the persecutor

- Appears unassuming & grateful to be number two in the organization

- Enjoys material things

- Is sincerely deluded

- Feels weak

- Lacks the strong charisma & leadership abilities of the persecutor

- Feels extremely inadequate

- May have had a large ministry that was lost due to revelations of his own immorality

- Works as a single unit with the persecutor

- Lives to be appreciated & recognized by the persecutor

- Needs to feel safe in work & relationships

- Is viewed by outsiders as trustworthy, conscientious, competent, mature, & reliable

- Needs professional help

Characteristics of the Enabler 
- Allows victimization rather than promotes it

- Supports victimization with silence
- Is dedicated to not rocking the boat
- Does not trust God enough to allow family turmoil or destruction of a ministry

- Appears powerless

- Receives praise for sainthood in being able to survive under severe persecution

- Can be perceived by co-conspirators as the enemy or a threat to the co-conspirator’s 

       position

- Allows the persecutor to live in denial
- Covers up the harm done to the family or the organization

- Eases the persecutor’s pain

- Outwardly appears loving & supportive of the persecutor

- Inwardly is angry at living an unfulfilled life

- As persecutor begins to lose credibility, he will start to develop other skills, such as 

       obtain a degree in counseling, knowing the system & the family may fall apart

- Feels very little self-worth

- Becomes a caretaker of the persecutor

- Is addicted to the persecutor & the system

- Has the primary goal of maintaining peace & the status quo
- Has great difficulty thinking for oneself

- Goes along with group consensus
- Acts to survive

- Feels extremely responsible

- If the ministry fails, he blames himself

- Neglects personal needs for the sake of the ministry & the persecutor

- Never stops hoping things will change

- Never stops fearing what will happen if things do change

- Needs someone to intervene

Characteristics of the Victim 

- Makes tremendous sacrifices out of a combination of a desire to serve God & very low 

       self-esteem

- Wants to feel a valuable part of something important

- Was often victimized as a child

- Looks for someone to make salvation easy

- Often experiences loneliness

- Actually believes money & effort will buy favor with God

- Willingly sacrifices time, money, & self for a cause considered to be of God

- Is easily manipulated by persecutors & co-conspirators
- Is spiritually molested by leaders or parents

- Feels victimized when the truth about the distorted faith ministry is revealed

- Often abandons spiritual journey upon discovery of abuse by an exploitive leader or 

       parent

- Is often threatened by co-conspirators & persecutors to keep the victimization a secret
- Bears the pain of existing in a world of lies & deception

- Sometimes leaves one harmful faith system & moves to another

- Frequently is very emotional in the practice of faith

- Becomes isolated & lonely once disillusioned about a ministry or family

- Though astute in business & other affairs, he naively practices a blind faith

- Refuses to doubt questionable activities; instead he rationalizes why exploitive things 

       would be necessary for the ministry’s survival

- The more money given to a ministry, the greater the resolve to protect & defend it

- Gives untold hours to develop the ministry & then sacrifices further in attempts to fix it

- Sacrifices a wonderful family for the sake of a hurtful leader
- Often has a martyr complex

- May be seduced into a sexual relationship to meet the “special” needs of the minister
- Is reluctant to stop the victimization for fear of looking foolish

- Often is involved with the harmful ministry out of a desire to be or look important

- Willingly pays a high price for acceptance

- Frequently needs counselling after discovering exploitation

Characteristics of the Outcast 

- Is not a religious addict

- Does not possess a harmful faith

- Willingly stands alone

- Stands up for what is right

- Is willing to be rejected by others in the harmful faith system

- Can discern right from wrong

- Commits to leaders having integrity

- Refuses to be victimized by false teaching & lack of integrity
- Speaks out for truth

- Usually loses job within a dysfunctional organization over concern for it

- Suffers rejection by friends after challenging the leadership of those with hurtful faith

- Often is treated as a leper

- Is begged by others in the harmful faith system to support the persecutor
- Endures shame for his actions

- Refuses to respect or be manipulated by those in the dysfunctional system

- Sees the truth & acts on it even if it produces great personal pain

- Interprets reality for himself

- Is motivated to protect people from spiritual fraud
- Is very dedicated to God & the people who seek a relationship with Him

- Commands respect of others for his courage

                                          Are You a Religious Addict 

If you answer yes to at least 3 of these.

1.  Has your family complained that you are always going to a church meeting rather than 

          spending time with them?

2.  Do you feel extreme guilt for being out of church just one Sunday?

3.  Do you sense that God is looking at what you do, & if you don’t do enough He might 

          turn on you or not bless you?

4.  Do you often tell your children what to do without explaining your reasons, because 

          you know you are right?

5.  Do you find yourself with little time for the pleasures of earlier years, because you are 

          so busy serving on committees & attending other church groups.

6.  Have people complained that you use so much scripture in your conversation that it is 

          hard to communicate with you?

7.  Are you giving money to a ministry because you believe God will make you wealthy 

          if you give?

8.  Have you ever been involved with a minister sexually?

9.  Is it hard for you to make a decision without consulting your minister? Even over 

          the small issues?

10. Do you see your minister as more powerful than other humans?

11. Has your faith led you to lead an isolated life, making it hard for you to relate to your 

          family & friends?

12. Have you found yourself looking to your minister for a quick fix to a life-long 

          problem?

13. Do you feel extreme guilt over the slightest mistakes or identified inadequacies?

14. Is your most significant relationship deteriorating over your strong beliefs, compared 

          to those of a “weaker partner”.

15. Do you ever have thoughts of God wanting you to destroy yourself or others, in order 

          to go & live with Him?

16. Do you regularly believe God is communicating to you in an audible voice?

17. Do you feel God is angry with you?

18. Do you believe you are still being punished for something you did as a child?

19. Do you feel if you work a little harder, God will finally forgive you?

20. Has anyone ever told you a minister was manipulating your thoughts & feelings?
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                                              Hierarchical / Positional Abuses

                            Taken from “Who is your Covering” – by Frank Viola

Looking at the teaching that undergirds “church authority”, should lead us to finally blurt out “But the emperor has no clothes on”. We suspect all is not well but we are slow to question the status quo. Modern day apostles try to tell us what to do by way of their gift of “ruling”. God does not want us trapped in bondage to hierarchical church systems.

In Matt. 21:23 the religious leaders asked Jesus “By what authority do you do these things, & who gave you this authority?” They were implying that no one in the religious hierarchy had transferred authority to Him.

So who is your covering

A great deal of confusion or fog is connected with & surrounding the “protective covering” teaching, which holds that we are protected from doctrinal error & moral failure when we submit to the authority of another believer or organization. It is a prescription for misunderstanding & false accusation. The bible never consigns accountability to human beings. It consigns it exclusively to God (Matt.12:36, 18:23, Luke 16:12, Rom. 3:19, 14:12, 1 Cor. 4:5, Heb. 4:13, 13:17, 1 Peter 4:5).

Unearthing the real question behind Covering

It boils down to who controls whom. It is top-down control. It is rooted in a one up / one down, chain of command. Everyone must answer to someone in a higher ecclesiastical position with more authority or higher rank, ultimately to church headquarters or mother church. It is explained that God covers these “higher” authorities, but it is not explained why God cannot be the covering for “laymen”. 

Those in higher positions have a tenacious hold on those under them. It violates the spirit of the NT. Behind the pious rhetoric looms a system that is bereft of biblical support & driven by a spirit of control. It is a political machine that promotes people to positions of power.

                                                       Leadership Models

It is a top heavy understanding of authority borrowed from the world system. It is a positional authority mindset of slots to fill, job descriptions, tiles & ranks. It resonates with concern over explicit leadership structures & offices.

The NT by contrast, has a functional mindset which portrays authority by how things work organically. That is, how they function by God’s life. The NT places a high premium on unique gifting, maturity, & sacrificial service. It lays stress on functions, not offices; tasks rather than titles; activities like pastor-ing, elder-ing, prophesy-ing, oversee-ing. It stresses verbs rather than nouns. 

The church operates by life. Mutual ministry comes about naturally. There is mutual responsibility & collegial interplay. All believers listen to the Lord together & affirm each other in their gifts.

Gentile Hierarchical Idea of Leadership

Jesus contrasted the hierarchical leadership pattern of the Gentile world, with leadership in the kingdom of God. After James & John requested power seats, Jesus said the Gentiles lord it over, exercise authority over, & are called “Benefactors”. It is not to be so among you. The greatest & first shall be your servant & slave, & become as the younger, just as Jesus didn’t come to be served, but to serve & give His life a ransom for many. 

Jesus did not mince words in declaring His implicit disdain for the Gentile notion of leadership. In Matt. 20:25-28 & Luke 22:25-26 Jesus is condemning the hierarchical form of leadership, not oppressive leaders as such. 

This idea that power & authority flow from the top down is built on a chain of command social structure. It is based on a wordly concept of power that is used in all traditional bureaucracies (liege / lord, master / slave, military, corporate America). It is undesirable for God’s people, as it reduces human relationships into command styled relationships which are foreign to NT thinking, but are everywhere in pagan culture. 

NT leadership flows out of childlike meekness & sacrificial service, & is based on godly character. Being precedes doing & doing flows from being. Function follows character. Those who serve do so because they are servants. Greatness is measured by inner humility & outward service. Leaders are to deplore special reverence.

Jewish Positional Model of Leadership

In Matt. 23:8-12 Jesus also contrasted kingdom leadership with that of the religious world. “Do not be called rabbi or father or leaders for One is your Teacher, Father & Leader. The greatest shall be your servant, whoever exalts himself shall be humbled, & whoever humbles himself shall be exalted.” Leadership is to be rooted in inward life & character.

This is opposed to having a religious class system of specialists with honorific titles, & others as non-specialists. In the kingdom there is to be no distinction of protocol. Titles obscure the unique honor of Jesus, & blur the NT teaching that all are ministers & priests.

Jesus rejected both Gentile hierarchical & Jewish positional leadership models. They are incompatible with the primitive simplicity of the upside down kingdom of God.

                           The Apostles & Positional / Hierarchical Leadership

The NT never cast church leaders in terms of offices and other conventions of human social organization. The NT instead mentions the work they do. It is functional language where verbs are prominent. Local overseers are called elders (Titus 1:6-7), because they elder-ed & acted as seasoned models (1 Peter 5:3), & watched out for others’ well being (1 Peter 5:2). Their task was to shepherd, because they were caretakers (Acts 20:28, 1 Peter 5:1-4). To equate overseers with a sociological slot or office distorts the intended meaning. 

All Christians are to participate in corporate leadership as each exercises their spiritual gift. Direction & decision-making come from the whole church, & oversight comes from the elders once they emerge (and this takes time).

Role of Elders / Overseers
An elder is a seasoned, senior, exemplary, spiritually mature brother who superintended (not controlled or directed). Their chief task was to model servanthood, to motivate for service, & to mold the spiritual development of younger believers (1 Peter 5:1-3). They also dealt with sticky situations (Acts 15:6ff). 

They never made decisions for the church. The NT method is neither dictatorial nor democratic. It was consensual. It involved all. They supervised the work of others (instead of substituting for it). They had their antennas perpetually checking for wolves. They were sought after in times of crisis. Their voices possessed the weight of experience. They were spiritual facilitators, providing guidance, nurture & encouragement. Eldership was what they did, not a slot they filled. 

There were numerous Greek words Paul & the apostles could have used in their letters to convey position / hierarchy but they didn’t. These words are conspicuously absent. Like Christ, their favorite word to convey leaders was “diakonos” (servant or waiter).

Dramatic Lack of Attention given to Leadership in NT

Paul talked about exemplary action, not titular or official position. When Paul addressed a church in crisis he always addressed the church itself rather than its leaders (the letters to Timothy & Titus were to apostolic co-workers, not to churches). Paul never appeals to the elders in any of them. He shows each church that it is their responsibility to deal with their self inflicted wounds, as if no officers exist. Paul does tell the Corinthians to subject themselves to the self giving Stephanas & his household, but he widens this by saying “and to everyone who does likewise”. 

Paul’s stress is on function not position, to the whole church to handle its own problems. In Phil. 1:1 Paul greets the overseers in a very fleeting way only after he has greeted the whole church. It is a strange order if Paul held to the notion of church officers. The deafening lack of attention that Paul gives to elders demonstrates that he rejected the idea that they possessed formal rights over others, & that he did not believe in church officers. 

Peter also gives minimal air time to elders & when he does its warning them against adopting the spirit of the Gentiles. He makes a specific point that elders are among the flock, not lords over it (1 Peter 5:1-2, Acts 20:28). Peter uses the same word (katakurieuo) that Jesus did in Matt. 20:25. 

James, John & Jude also address the church, not leadership, say very little about leadership & have nothing to say about official eldership. The NT consistently rejects the notion of officers & greatly downplays the role of elders.

Eldership vs. Brotherhood 

The bulk of responsibility for pastoral care, teaching & ministry rests squarely upon the shoulders of all. Responsibility does not fall on the back of one person or a select group. It is never to be closeted among a few. 

The stress of the NT is upon corporate responsibility. There is a continual emphasis that every member is gifted, has a ministry, & is a responsible believer. The many “one another” exhortations is the norm. The word “brethren” appears 346 times in the NT including 134 times in Paul’s letters, “elders” 5 times in Paul’s letters, “overseers” 4 times & “pastors” only once. 

The idea that elders direct, make decisions for, handle all problems, & supply all teaching, is alien to Paul’s thinking. . Paul’s understanding of leadership is corporate & it condemns overlordship 

The ministry of the whole body is to overshadow the oversight role of elders. Otherwise spiritual maturity will atrophy & believers will grow passive. Brotherhood precedes, supercedes & overshadows eldership. By virtue of their maturity, elders simply model pastoral care to the rest (Acts 20:28-29, Gal. 6:1, 1 Peter 5:1-4, Heb. 13:17). Their goal is to empower the saints to take responsibility for the flock (Eph. 4:11-12, 1 Thes. 5:12-13). Elders can simultaneously be prophets, teachers & evangelists, but not all prophets, evangelists & teachers are elders. Elders are older, trusted men

                                             Traditional Objections

Mistranslations & misinterpretations influenced by cultural biases have cluttered the original meaning & have transformed simple words into heavily loaded ecclesiastical titles. Bishops are simply guardians, pastors are caretakers, ministers are busboys, elders are wise old men. They are descriptive accents denoting special functions rather than formal positions.

Objections from Acts & Paul’s Epistles
 Acts 1:20, Rom. 11:13, 12:4, 1 Tim. 3:1,10,13 - speaks of church officials

The word office is a misnomer. It has no equivalent in the original Greek text. The Greek word for office is only used to describe Jesus (Heb. 5-7) & the Levitical priesthood (Luke 1:8). The KJV mistranslates Rom. 11:13 as “I magnify my office”, whereas the Greek word means “service”. Rom. 12:14 is better translated as function, doing, a practice. 1 Tim 3:1 is ”if anyone aspires to oversight”, not the office of a bishop. 

Doesn’t Paul’s list of qualifications in 1 Tim. & Titus indicate that elders are officers 
Calling Timothy & Titus pastoral epistles is a misguided label. Timothy & Titus were not pastors, they were apostolic co-workers who were mostly on the move. They were only sent to Crete & Ephesus for longer periods to strengthen & sort out problems. They were itinerant church planters as part of Paul’s apostolic circle so they were never called pastors or elders. This explains the difference between these letters & Paul’s other letters to the churches. The body metaphor is wholly absent. “Brethren” are only occasionally mentioned, & there is little emphasis on mutual ministry. 

Leaders gain recognition by their example rather than their position. These are essential qualities of a true overseer, not a list of qualifications for an office. It is a function of our tendency to bring our organizational conventions from learned cultural frameworks, to the NT & read them back into it.

Isn’t 1 Cor. 12:28 a hierarchy of church officials (first apostles, second prophets)

We do not exegete hierarchy from the text, we impose it on it. This ordering reflects a logical priority of greater gifting in the building of the church, not hierarchy (1 Cor. 12:7,31, 14:4,12,26). The absence of hierarchical authority does not mean egalitarian gifting. It does mean that those with greater gifts are not greater in authority in some formal sense. It does not indicate a pecking order or ladder to climb. God has called us each to a different work. Each member is indispensable to the general upbuilding of the church.

Apostles are ranked first (chronologically) because they lay the foundation in the church building scheme. They however, rank last in the eyes of the world (Matt. 20:16, 1Cor. 4:9). 

Acts 20:28, 1 Tim. 5:17, 1 Thes. 5:12, Heb. 13:7,17,24 - says elders have rule over 

 “Rule over” constitutes a poor fit with the rest of the NT. It is an application of culturally conditioned terminology. The Greek word “hegeomai” simply means to guide or go before. It carries the thought of “those that guide you” rather than those who rule over you. 

The Greek word “proistemi” carries the idea of standing in front of, superintending, guarding & providing care for. Since it is used in the participle rather than the noun form, NT scholars like F.F. Bruce & Robert Banks explain it is not an official designation. In 1 Tim. 5:17 “proistemi” is also incorrectly translated “rule”. In Acts 20:28 the Greek says elders are “en” (amoung) the flock, rather than over them. “Proistemi” in 1 Tim. 3:4-5 does not point to their ability to wield power, but to supervision & nurture. 
All of these passages carry the thought of watching, superintending, facilitating & guiding, rather than bossing, dominating, dictating or ruling. It is one who stands among (within) guarding, caring for & looking out for, not one who drives from behind or rules from above. The NT is at odds with conventional leadership roles that are based on top-heavy rule.

Rom. 12:8 “he that ruleth should do so with diligence” - God gifts some to rule
“Proistemi” envisions one who superintends & gives aid to others, not govern or control. It involves guarding & giving care in earnest oversight rather than dictatorial rulership.
Acts 14:23 & Titus 1:5  - elders were ordained implying they are church officers 
“Kathistemi” means “to set”. “Kirotoneo” means to “stretch forth the hand”. Both carry the idea of acknowledging those whom others have already endorsed. There is not a shred of evidence, to support that recognition bestows or confers authority. Elders exist before they are outwardly recognized. 

The laying on of hands is a token of fellowship, oneness & affirmation. It is not special grace or transferred authority. It confuses recognition with ordination. It does not qualify religious specialists to do what lesser mortals cannot. It is a confirmation of those already charged by the Spirit to a specific task. 

Some cannot handle recognition as it inflates their ego, the title becomes a power trip, & they become controlling.

Paul used the word apostle as an official title when speaking about himself 

Never once does Paul identify himself as “the apostle Paul”. He made known his function. Nowhere in the NT are there titles before the names of God’s servants. This runs counter to current “title happy” trends.

Eph.4:11 “gave some as apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors & teachers” 

They are the gifts or rather gifted persons that equip the church for service, gifts given to the church, not to men. These are not offices. The Greek has no definite article connected with these terms. They are merely brethren with peculiar “enabling” gifts, designed to cultivate the ministries of their fellow brethren. They all may or may not be elders. They are special functions rather than formal positions.

Mention of governments in 1 Cor. 12:28 shows the church possessed officials

“Kubernesis” is a noun carrying the verbal idea of giving guidance according to NT scholar Gordon Fee. It is better translated “acts of guidance” as an act of giving wise counsel to the church rather than to individuals. Overseers supply supervision, they do not govern or rule. The only government is that of Jesus.

Timothy ordained as first bishop of Ephesus & Titus the first bishop of Crete

The KJV inserted these notes but they do not appear in the Greek text. They were not bishops or pastors, they were apostolic co-workers (church planters). The “office” of bishop developed long after the NT period. These suppositions conflict with the NT story & are human inventions with no basis in the bible.

Acts 15:22 “chief men among the brethren” – implying hierarchical authority

“Hegeomai” means leading or guiding. Silas & Judas were probably respected elders in Jerusalem selected as temporary messengers.

Paul’s metaphor of the Body of Christ, demonstrates hierarchical submission of the hand to the arm, because the message from the Head must come through the arm to the hand 

This is a flawed understanding of how the body works. The head controls all parts of the body immediately & directly through the peripheral nervous system, not through a chain of command. Jesus is the only authority in the church & all are under His immediate & direct control. Jesus is the only mediator between God & man, & we may know Him directly. It is mutual subjection, not hierarchical submission that engenders proper coordination.

Local bodies will be chaotic without a head. Pastors are little heads under Christ
This fantasy is born from the imagination of fallen man. Jesus is the only Head of each local assembly. Those who claim to be heads supplant the executive Headship of Jesus.

Objections from other NT Documents

Heb. 13:17 says “obey & submit to leaders”, implying official church authority

“Peitho” means to persuade or win over. The middle passive form translates “allow yourself to be persuaded by your leaders”. It is not a command to obey them mindlessly, or to coerce, force, or brow-beat into submission. The verb “hupeiko” carries the idea of surrendering after battle. They do not demand submission, yet we are encouraged to be uncommonly biased towards their character, maturity & sacrificial service. Heb. 13:7 says we are to imitate their faith as we consider the outcome of their life.

Heb. 13:17 “Those who watch over souls have to give an account”, implying having authority over

Because of their advanced maturity & spiritual gifting they are responsible for “caring for” other believers. It is not the equivalent of having authority. All believers are accountable to God.

Didn’t Jesus endorse official authority by saying to obey those in the seat of Moses

Jesus rebuked the scribes & Pharisees for assuming instructional authority when they possessed none. Jesus exposed them as self appointed (Matt.23:2), & that they had usurped authority over people (Matt.23:5-7, Luke 20:46). His statement was an observation, not an endorsement. Taking this as an endorsement would contradict the next verse & all the times Jesus resolutely broke Pharisaical teaching & commanded his disciples to do the same (Matt.5:33-37,12:1-4,15:1-20,16:6-12,19:3-9,etc.). Rather it referred to a special chair set aside in each synagogue from which scripture was read. Scripture is binding regardless who reads it.

Doesn’t the Greek NT support the idea that the church includes clergy & laity

It is without biblical warrant. In 1 Peter 2:9-10 “Laos” means “the people” which includes all Christians. Never does it refer to only a portion of the assembly. It does not take on this meaning until the third century. The word “clergy finds it’s roots in “kleros” which means “a lot, or an inheritance”. It is never used to refer to church leaders but rather to God’s people (1 Peter 5:3). 

According to the NT all Christians are clergy. The clergy / laity distinction resulted from the post biblical disjunction of the secular & spiritual, where the spiritual was deemed the exclusive properties of an inner, sacrosanct, detached world. This is foreign to the NT where all things are to bring glory to God, even the stuff of our everyday lives (1 Cor.10:31)

Are not the 7 angels, of the 7 Rev. churches, pastors

There is no analog for the idea of a solo pastor anywhere in the NT. Nor is there any text that likens pastors unto angels. Ephesus had multiple pastors, not one (Acts 20:17,20:28). They were always plural in all first-century churches.

Objections from the Old Testament

The Exodus 18 pattern - Moses set up a hierarchy of rulers
It was Moses’ heathen father-in-law who conceived this idea. There is no biblical evidence God endorsed it. Jethro himself admitted he was not sure if God would support it (Exodus 18:23). Later the Lord directed Moses to take a different course in oversight by selecting those who were already elder-ing (Num.11:16). It was organic & functional rather than a multi layered hierarchy of rulers.

Moses, Joshua, David & Solomon represented God’s perfect will to have single leader over others

They were Old Testament shadows of Jesus. They were not types of the modern day single pastorate that was invented during the Reformation, when the role of bishop or priest were transformed into Protestant pastor.

God’s idea has always been theocracy where God is the sole king. God’s full desire was His direct reign (Ex.15:18, Num.23:21, Deut.33:5, 1 Sam.8:7), & that we be a kingdom of priests (Ex.19:6), subject to older, wiser men (elders) in times of crisis (Deut. 22:15-18,25:7-9). God succumbed to the people’s fleshly desire for a king. God still worked with His people under a human kingship but they suffered dire consequences, & it always limited His full working. God condescended to the limitations of His people since there was no indwelling of the Holy Spirit. 

Tragically Christians have opted to return to the old covenant system of religious government, even though God dismantled it long ago. It is counterproductive in the church.

Psalm 105:15 says “touch not Mine anointed, and do My prophets no harm” implying some Christians have unquestioned authority

Today the Spirit has been poured out upon all to bear His oracles (1 John 2:27, Acts 2:17-18, 1 Cor.14:31). The prayer of Moses has been fulfilled (Num.11:29). Psalm 105:15 has been abused & misapplied to control & deflect criticism. It is now the equivalent of “subject yourselves to one another in the fear of Christ”.

Mistranslation
The KJV obscures many texts that have to do with ministry & oversight. It repeatedly inserts hierarchical / institutional words like “office” where it is absent from the original document. The Anglican church possessed a mindset that merged officialdom with Christianity, as it espoused the wedding of Church & State. King James VI of Scotland directed the translation not to depart from “traditional terminology”. It therefore reflects the Anglican church’s hierarchical / institutional presuppositions of the day.

                                            Authority & Submission 

There is far more ink in telling us how to love & serve one another, & when this is done issues of authority & submission take care of themselves. Those who put undo emphasis on authority & submission, are interested in making themselves an authority figure. Using unbiblical language like “covering” only obscures & makes it cluttered & murky. Stay with the NT vocabulary, to cut through the matted layers of human tradition that clouds things.

Past Movements 

The discipleship / shepherding movement of the 1970’s degraded into control & manipulation. It is a false assumption that submission is the equivalent of unconditional obedience, & that God vests certain people with unquestioned authority over others. Shepherds were transformed into God-surrogates. They ran roughshod, over what these words meant to their original hearers.

This resulted in a trail of broken, disillusioned Christians who continue to distrust leadership & words like authority, because they were clergy-whipped. They still struggle to discard distorted images of God. 

Subjection

“Hupotasso” is a voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating with, & yielding to the admonition & advice of another. It has nothing to do with control or hierarchical power. It is a childlike openness in yielding to others insofar as they reflect the mind of the Lord; to those proven & trustworthy workers who sacrificially serve (character). 

Mutual subjection rests upon the NT notion that all believers are gifted & may all express Jesus. Divine authority has been vested in the entire Body rather than to a particular section of it (Matt.18:15-20, 16:16-19, Eph.1:19-23). It is a theocratic, participatory society. As believers discharge their ministries, spiritual authority is dispensed through Spirit endowed gifts. It demands that we realize we are members of something larger than ourselves, & that we need the input of our brethren. It admits that we cannot be good Christians by ourselves. It means you are open for the Lord to correct, admonish, chastise & speak into your life through any believer.

God’s idea of authority

The flip side of subjection, is authority, which is God-given privilege to carry out a particular action. “Exousia” means a possible & rightful action that can be carried out without hindrance. It has to do with the interpretation & communication of power, when God delegates His authority for specific purposes. In the natural sphere God has designated governments to keep order under the sun (Eph.5:22-6:18, Col.3:18-25).

Subjection vs. Obedience
Subjection & obedience are two very different things. It is a fatal error to confuse them.
Subjection is an attitude, absolute, unconditional & internal. Obedience is an action, relative, conditional & external. We must not obey if it violates God’s will, for God’s authority is higher. You can disobey, while having an attitude of respect & reverence, rather than rebellion, reviling & subversion (1 Tim. 2:1-2, 2 Peter 2:10, Jude 8). 

God has established official authority in the natural order but not in the church. Ecclesiastical authorities are glaringly absent from Paul’s discussion of spheres of authority in Eph. 5-6 & Col. 3. The bible never gives believers authority over other believers. Jesus condemned “exousia” type authority among His followers (Matt.20:25-26, Luke 22:25-26). This includes extra-local workers (apostles). The authority that works in “ekklesia” is strikingly different. Church leaders become usurpers when they do this. Old Testament authorities were shadows of Jesus. 

This only makes sense, since the church is not a human organization but a spiritual organism. It has organic authority, not official authority.

Official Authority vs. Organic Authority

Organic authority is based on spiritual life. When someone communicates God’s life through word or deed they have the support & backing of the Lord. All Christians possess a measure of organic authority so we subject ourselves to one another. It is an expression of Christ’s immediate direction rather than a static office. It is not intrinsic to a person or a position. A person has the right to be heard & obeyed only when he reflects the Lord’s mind. Only to the degree that it represents the Head does it have authority. This explains why the apostles fluctuated with respect to the measure of spiritual authority they exerted (Acts 1:15, 2:14, 12:17&25, 13:2,7&13, 15:2,7,13&22). The more seasoned tend to express this more consistently (Heb.5:14).

It is flexible & fluid, not static. It is based upon spiritual life & service, not an irrevocable possession. It is not assumed, inherited or conferred. It is represented. Failure to understand the distinction has led to untold confusion & abuse. 

The claim to spirituality, constitutes a veiled office. The emphasis is on function & service, rather than on a mystical notion of spirituality. It will be manifested in how someone lives, serves & hears the Lord, not by touted claims. This will protect from personality cults.

A Helpful Comparison
1. Government, parents & employers are to be obeyed as long as it does not violate the 

    will of a higher authority. Organic authority never demands obedience to 
    themselves. They rather seek to persuade (“peitho” Heb.13:17) others to obey God’s 
    will. Paul’s letters all resonate with appeals & pleas.

2. Official authorities bear full responsibility when they lead others into wrong practices. 

    Organic authority never nullifies the responsibility of others, even when they obey 

    another. Scripture gives multiple injunctions to test the fruit of others. It also teaches 

    that deception brings divine judgement. The NT never teaches if you obey another, you 

    are no longer responsible for your actions.

3. Official authorities may be less mature, spiritual or righteous than those they are over. 

    Organic authority is directly linked to spiritual maturity & cannot be separated 
    from it. Obey your elders because they tend to be more mature in their counsel so 
    they deserve this. Those who have grown further spiritually bear a greater measure 
    of organic authority. 

    A sure sign of greater maturity is a spirit of servanthood & childlike meekness. We 
    are exhorted to esteem those who display both these characteristics (Cor16:15-18, 
    Phil 2:29-30, 1 Thes. 5:12-13, 1 Tim.5:17&19, Heb.13:7&17, 1 Peter 5:5). We are to 
    give weight to those who tirelessly labour. It is to be spontaneous & instinctive, never 

    absolutized or formalized. Honour is always merited, not demanded, asserted or 

    claimed. Those who boast about their spiritual labour, maturity & anointing 

    (accolades), reveal their immaturity, & that they have no authority. It is not mere 

    rhetoric, it is earned.

4. Official authority works regardless of whether they make unwise or unrighteous 

    decisions. Organic authority operates only when Christ is being expressed. Only 
    Jesus has authority & only that which flows from His life carries authority.

5. Official authority is always set in a hierarchy. Organic authority is always distorted & 

    abused when allied with hierarchy. Hierarchical imagery is absent from scripture for 
    it virtually always hurts God’s people. It does not flow from the top down, or chain of 

    command, nor from the bottom up (church to the person). Church given authority, 

    lacks authority if it does not reflect the mind of Christ. Organic authority works from 

    the inside out when the indwelling Christ leads. It is a mistake to transplant it into 
    any sphere of organic relationship (such as marriage)

Mutual Subjection is always Framed in Love

We would do well to recognize whenever a believer is expressing organic authority. Love is always open to learn from & listen, & also to admonish others when they falter. Love values interdependence & that our actions have a profound effect on others because we are members one of another. Love can be probing, combative & unbending when it faces sin. Love never manipulates, forces, demands, coerces or imposes its own will. Love accepts responsibility as our brothers keeper but is not an intrusive meddler. 

We are called to represent the Holy Spirit to each other, never to substitute His Person or replace His work. Mutual subjection is not a license to probe into or quiz intimate affairs to “make sure” people are living properly. This becomes a cult like pressure-cooker of conformity. Confiding is a choice, not a duty. The bible puts a high premium on individual liberty, freedom & privacy (Rom.14:1-12, Gal.5:1, Col.2:16, Jas.4:11-12) vs. being busybodies (1 Tim.5:13, 1 Pet.4:15). 

Mutual subjection is always couched in love & engenders a culture of safety & security. It is not control, but aid. In the multitude of counselors there is safety (Prov.11:14, 15:22, 24:6). Love is the divine umbrella that affords protection.

The Cost of Mutual Subjection 

Our egos do not like being subject to anyone. We want to do what is right in our own eyes. It is a cross to bear. Unless one is a controlling person, the task of reproving others is both difficult & risky. A brother offended is harder to be won than a walled city. It is far easier to just let things go, or just pray for our erring brethren. Love compels us to approach our failing brethren in a spirit of meekness whenever they need our help. It is the way of the cross.

The Significance of Knowing God as Community

God, by nature, is community (Three Persons). The Father pours Himself into, & the Son gives Himself unreservedly to, & the Spirit pours Their love from Each to Each. There is only mutual fellowship, love & subjection. This is the cornerstone of love. The church is called to mirror this reciprocal love relationship. The NT uses a family motif that shares one another’s burdens. This creates unity. It emphasizes power for & among, rather than over. It encourages empowerment of all & stresses relationship rather than programs. We thrive on meaningful relationships with others of the same kind. This enables us to behold the face of Christ in the very fabric & texture of church life.

                                               Denominational Covering 

Paul thunders against the Corinthians when they denominated into separate camps. A person can be a heretic with the truth if he uses it to fracture the Body to follow their favorite doctrines or practices.

The only protection from error is submitting ourselves to the Spirit of truth in the Body. Spiritual protection comes from relatedness to the Spirit & connectedness with other believers. Therein lies the genius of Christian community. The idea of denominational covering obscures mutual subjection in fog & factional debates.

The Question of Acts 15 

Paul & Barnabas were prompted  to pay Jerusalem a visit to settle the matter of erroneous teaching that had originated from Jerusalem, & to determine who introduced the teaching. Those people were found & the doctrine was repudiated publicly. It was circulated to other churches in the advent that other churches could someday face the same troubling issue. Their decision carried God’s authority because the Spirit inspired it (15:28), & because the church affirmed it (15:23,28,31). Nothing in the NT would lead us to believe Jerusalem possessed supreme authority, nor that all other churches had a formal or subservient relationship to it. 

                                              Apostolic Authority

The NT knows nothing of a self-appointed, self-sent apostle. 

The Question of Apostolic Covering

Nowhere in the NT does an apostle assume the full responsibility of a local church once the foundation has been laid. They recognized & respected the autonomy of each church once they were established. The church was in the apostle’s hands while he was laying the foundation but he always departed. The burden of oversight shifts to the elders once they emerge. 

After leaving, Paul did not meddle in the church’s affairs. Paul usually spent very little time (several months) with the churches he planted, only to leave it to itself for lengthy periods. He made periodic visits & was available to offer advice, but he never took charge of their affairs. Paul believed the church to be a living organism that would develop on its own by the power of God’s life, so he could leave them in their infancy. 

Apostles do not assume exclusive authority over the churches. The NT never mentions the apostles of various cities. The 12 were never called the apostles of Jerusalem.

Church Planters or Church Supplanters 

Apostles were not usurpers (1 Cor.4:1), nor did they conduct themselves as resident chairmen or distant bosses. They were not self advancing, spiritual elitists, power grabbers, or those who exerted themselves over others. 

They were assistants, not spiritual aristocrats; servants, not ecclesiastical despots; not celebrity figures. They persuaded, never controlled. They were fools & last (1 Cor.4:9-13), not glamorized glory grabbers, seeking to impress people or seeking financial gain. They did not claim impressive credentials (2 Cor.3:1-3), superior heritage (2 Cor.11:21-22), or extraordinary spiritual experiences (2 Cor.10:12-15, 11:16-19, 12:1,12). They shovel dung, spill their blood & are always quietly serving all who have need. The true seal is that an apostle plants churches that survive in his absence (1 Cor.9:2, 2 Cor.3:1-2). 

Instead of imperial metaphors, Paul used family metaphors. He was not a lord, master or king. Persuasive tones permeate, as a father with his adult children. He gave his judgment on church affairs but he did not issue decrees. He called on the whole assembly to discipline (1 Cor.5:1-13). Churches grew away from dependence on Paul, towards dependence upon Christ (1 Cor.2:1-5), & Paul urged them on this path (1 Cor.14:20, Eph.4:14)

Paul’s Method of Planting & Nurturing Churches

Paul’s authority was functional & relational, based on the Lord’s approval, not official. He sought to persuade concerning God’s mind, not imperial commands. His two favorite words were “parakalein’ (appeal) & “ erotao” (request). He refrained from using “epitage” (commandment) (1 Cor.7:6, 7:25, 2 Cor.8:8, Phlm.8-9). Instead he was urging, beseeching, pleading, appealing & asking, in a cooperative tone (Rom.12:1, 15:30, 16:2,17, 1 Cor. 1:10, 4:16). Voluntary consent & internalization were important to him. 

When he was sharp he charged them to obedience to Christ not to himself. His words were authoritative but he was never authoritarian. He was not an independent free-lancer. He did not regard his apostolic calling as a license to dominate.

He never exploited his position for financial help (1 Cor.9:1-19). His principle was to refuse funds from those receiving his immediate help (2 Cor.11:7-9). 

Paul differed immeasurably from his opponents (2 Cor.1:24, 2 Cor.11:19-21).

The Source of Paul’s Authority

Paul’s authority was tied to his ability to speak God’s Word, to build up rather than to tear down (2 Cor.10:8, 13:10). His sole purpose was to edify. He never misused it to gain prominence, earthly power or material advantage. 

He consistently invited believers to judge what he said (1 Cor.10:15, 11:13, 1 Thes.5:21), & to reject his message if it was not consistent with the gospel (Gal.1:8-9). Obey the truth of the gospel, not the words of mere men at face value (Rom.6:17, Gal.3:1, 5:7, Titus 1:14).

He found it difficult to reprove the churches. He was reticent to rebuke & did so with much anguish. “Rod” in 1 Cor.4:21 is a metaphor for rebuke, not forced subordination or unilateral authority (2 Cor.10:3-6). He expressed fatherly compassion after he feared his words were too strong. 
Paul appealed to his faithful service as a basis for trust (1 Cor.4:1-5, 7:25, 15:10, 2 Cor.1:12, 4:1-2). He was interested in others imitating his walk, not his words. He presented himself as a model mirroring Christ. The exercise of authority is brokenness & servanthood & the goal is edification. Authority & the Spirit of the cross, go hand in hand.

The Nonauthoritarianism of Other Apostles

Paul encouraged Timothy to exhort the saints in meekness & to cultivate a family-like relationship. Timothy worked with, not over people. 

John did not meddle in church affairs, nor did he claim a right to rule. John did not seek to force Diotrephes out. He said he had no commandment to give, instead pointing to Christ’s new commandment. 

They did not assume formal possession of churches or turn them into franchises (denominations) of their own ministry. They serve the churches, not use the churches to build their ministries. It was service rather than dominance. He did not speak as one above or over. It was a cooperative & relational mindset (Gal. 4:12).

Paul’s confidence in the Churches

Paul had great confidence in the churches he planted. He was assured they would obey God & function properly in his absence. He never took a choke-hold even in the chaotic meetings in Corinth. Paul did not see himself as having the right to prohibit or “allow”. He worked toward equipping believers to function in his absence. 

Paul’s Relationship with His Co-Workers

Apostles were not independent free-lancers. They always moved in association with a circle of co-laborers. This is virtually never the case with today’s self-advancing “apostles”. 

Paul never demanded his co-workers but sought voluntary cooperative consent to his requests. Paul subjected himself to their wishes & allowed room for them to disagree with him (Acts 15:36-41), & have a participatory relationship (2 Cor.8:17). Paul led, not because he had a higher position, but because he was more spiritually advanced. Subjection was voluntary & personal. 

Paul did not have any regard for apostolic status (Gal.2:6-9) including the original 12. Paul rebuked Peter in public when truth was at stake (Gal.2:11-21).

Apostles are Dependent on the Body

Office separates brethren, but Spirit-bestowed function builds them together. Apostolic workers & all ministries are dependent upon the Body to receive Christ’s fullness. Independence & individualism are always condemned by God (Deut.12:8, Prov.18:1, 12:15).

Apostolic Ministry today

Self-styled, self-appointed “apostles” run to & fro in the church today, issuing authoritarian decrees, claiming followers & building empires. Real apostles are not interested in building empires, starting movements or in reaching celebrity status (1 Cor.1:13, 3:7,21). 

Real apostles hide themselves rather than hustle themselves, & their work is largely unseen & unnoticed. God uses a humble heart to build (Isa.66:1-2). They do not go around announcing they are apostles & often do not even like this term. They build God’s church in His way.

                                             Summary & Conclusion

Denominational & clerical covering blurs the distinction between official & organic authority, & creates a false sense of security amoung believers. 

It inoculates believers from carrying out their spiritual functions & strikes fear into believers, that if they take responsibility without the approval of clergy, then they will be raw meat for the enemy. There is an implicit threat that the uncovered are to blame for all that will happen to them. This paralyzes ministry. 

Mis-teaching about spiritual authority caused the demise of most of the house churches birthed in the 1970’s. They experienced the smothering that follows covering.

Covering teaching’s tones, textures & resonances have little to do with Jesus. The spiritual antidote is mutual subjection, not covering. Nothing less than this can protect & heal.

Mutual Subjection is Natural to the Christian Life

Receiving counsel from proven brethren ahead of you is not idealistic but practical. We are to humbly receive help in a living way, because we are connected & our actions & attitudes profoundly affect others. It creates a culture that appreciates leadership without absolutizing it, & responds without turning it into an instrument of control. When mentoring & accountability are governed by mutual subjection, they are enriching & bear no resemblance to hierarchical covering.

Safety comes from bringing crucial matters before the church & waiting for consensus before moving forward (Quakers?). We are to grow to trust the discernment of tested fellow workers we have developed a relationship with. Their counsel can confirm or help to see blind spots where we need to adjust our thinking. Spiritual subjection is always mutual, refreshing & informal. It evokes growth in love, & safeguards us from error. It needs to strike a delicate balance between cliquish separation & pathological dependence. 

When mentoring relationships get deified & become command-styled, they rest on the cusp of idolatry. When they are severed or absent they lead to alienation. Mutual subjection diverges from systems that create a context where people end up obsessing on relationships.

The Crux of the Matter 

Covering suppresses & stifles the executive Headship of Jesus. It supplants the rightful place of Jesus & thwarts His full purpose, not to mention the untold damage it does to people. God’s purpose is wholly occupied with the absolute sovereignty & universal supremacy of Jesus. The church is to learn to be subject to Jesus in everything. As we do, the whole creation will follow suit.

When mutual subjection functions in the context of intelligent humility, its sound is not distorted & damaging.

False prophets & false apostles abound. It is the responsibility of local believers to examine them (1 Thes.1:5, 2 Thes.3:10, Rev.2:2). God has not deputized His authority to any individual or segment.
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                                        What is necessary for Healing

                                             One Response : Flight

How do you decide? 

Does grace really have a chance?

Are you supporting what you hate?

Do you need to be right?

Can you stay, & stay healthy, both at the same time?

Can you decide your own limits, & stick with them?

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

Is it possible the system might need to die?

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

Are you able to listen to the voice of sanity?

Do you really know where to sow?

If you came today for the first time, knowing what you now know about the system, would you stay?

                                          A Second Response : Fight
Decide Whom you serve

Be wise about the battle : Be ready for resistance

                                          Keep telling the truth

                                          Know who your enemy is

                                          Hang On to the Shepherd

Messes are not bad : Confront the leaven

                                  Know how a healthy spiritual system functions

Responsibility & Authority

                    Structural & Process Changes needed to prevent Groupthink

The Social Psychology study (Janis, 1992) mentioned earlier in this seminar, concluded that several prescriptions were necessary to prevent groupthink. 

To improve the information-seeking process, they recommended that each person should discuss the group’s deliberations with his own sub-group of the organization & report back; that one or more qualified experts from outside or inside the organization should be invited & encouraged to challenge the views of group members; & at least one member should be assigned the role of devil’s advocate (an unfortunate choice of terms for Christian groups).
To improve the evaluation of alternatives they proposed : the leader assign the role of critical evaluator to each member & give a high priority to objections, doubts & criticisms; the leader should be impartial instead of stating preferences & expectations; several independent groups should work on the same problem each under a different leader; the group should occasionally divide into subgroups under different chairpersons; they should survey all warning signals & construct alternate scenarios of a rival’s intentions; & after a tentative consensus, all subgroups should have a second-chance meeting to express as forcefully as possible any residual doubts.
Applying these processes to church leadership’s beliefs, conclusions & decisions, needs to happen in order to counter & deter patterns of abuse.

                                                            Treatment

Spiritual traps fit with wounds people have experienced in other unhealthy relationships. Understanding this dynamic can help you leave the abusive system & prevent you from falling into another trap in the future.

Religious addicts find relief only when they break down & are forced to examine their true condition & limitations. Only when the whirlwind stops can God re-enter as the focus of faith.

It is a complex process to detoxify. Identifying the toxic elements one by one is the beginning of hope. The most formidable challenge is to look within oneself & find the harmful elements. Isolation ends when a person locks in & identifies with the common elements of addiction. They need to look at their lives, see that their practice of faith is off centre, & see the parallels to addictions common to others.

They are dependent on their behavior. They need to explore & identify their harmful characteristics & how tied they are to the need to alter their mood & stuff their feelings.

Some are so obsessed, so solid on their faith in themselves, that it is difficult for them to break through the denial & see how the sickness at their core has damaged their relationships. They are in for a painful experience. They will go through some difficult times.

The challenge is to break through the denial & be willing to do whatever it takes to be free. Recovery begins when they can feel forgiveness. Without renewed relationship with God, recovery becomes an act of compensation rather than a process of change. 

In treatment it is difficult for them to acknowledge they are hurt & angry with God. Breaking through their denial regarding their feelings to God enables them to be more open to the idea of a loving God. They have all or nothing thinking. They are either in or out of God’s will. They are to learn from their mistakes not judge them. They need to see their faith condemning them & making their inadequacy worse.

Pure faith is process oriented. We endeavor, because we feel acceptable to God, so it brings about change & repentance. It validates our inability to be perfect & the need for a saving God. There needs to be an expectation that mistakes will be corrected with the help of God. They need to see that their acceptance is based on love.

Embracing sin, not denying it, allows people to learn & grow from it. Acceptance of the inevitability of sin is the acceptance of our full humanity. We are to embrace the limitedness of the human condition. If they have never dealt with feelings of inadequacy & inferiority, then mistakes & human limitations are devastating to them. They have never experienced the acceptance of having one’s struggle valued. In accepting Christ we acknowledge that personal perfection can never be obtained

In Psalm 51:5-6, David is praying for God to change his condition, as he was aware that his condition fell short. We are born needy into a world that falsely promises to meet those needs. We devise strategies in an attempt to meet our own needs, but we sin & miss the mark. From day 1 we need a new identity, not just new behaviors, & we are incapable of doing anything about that. Rom.5:6 refers to this as our helpless condition.

                                                              Examples

I will give a few examples of what some people have had to work through in this process.

After a man realized he’d  been rejected in favor of “the ministry”, he began a process of recovery to sort out the hurt & anger of his childhood, to disentangle it from his sense of dryness with God. He realized the bible was an idol to his father, in that his father tried to gain his value & acceptance from preaching. He needed to come to a new inner hunger for God’s Word that was real & not out of obligation. In order to have his own relationship with God, he had to reject the god of his father. He became involved in a group for adult children of pastors & missionaries. God is for people, not religious systems.

One woman had to deal with her confusing ideas about faith & God. She yelled at God for not doing things in accordance with her fondest wishes & expectations. She blamed God for deserting her & that He could not be counted on, & that He was the one who must be punishing her. 

Treatment involved hard hours of therapy, bible study & prayer, which helped her work through her self depreciating feelings. A new self–worth emerged. Returning to church too soon would possibly stir up much of what was not yet manageable for her. She concluded “I believe He is tougher than I ever imagined.” She is now better equipped to help others looking for someone who understands.

Identifying Incorrect Beliefs

Destroying the roots of harmful faith is a process that takes time & effort. It requires vulnerability & admitting that life can be viewed incorrectly. The first step is to identify the incorrect beliefs. 

In one case, a woman’s molestation was the core of the harmful beliefs she developed. Her faith changed as she struggled to figure out who she was. She felt she was bad & God was punishing her; that it would not have happened had she been better; that her behavior determined how much God loved her; that God should have protected her; & that all Christians were fake because her father was.

She prayed & told God she would accept whatever the outcome. She had tremendous anger that took 3 years to resolve before her faith in God was restored. She needed time to heal her relationship with God. 

God does not seem to deal with tragedies or the people involved in them, in a predictable manner. Those who experience peace early are no better or worse, no stronger or weaker. The experience of one should not be transposed onto another. They need love & care & assistance through the healing process.

Harmful beliefs are the basis of hurtful faith. Having just one can poison an entire relationship with God. Until each person has eradicated all their harmful beliefs, faith in God will not be what it can be. We distort what is in the bible, add to it, subtract from it, & make it something it never intended. 

Pure faith is a rare thing. In it’s untainted form the bible is the means by which faith in God is developed. To heal the mind & purify faith, God’s Word is the cleansing agent.

People stay in abusive systems because they fit so well. To break free victims need to reach the point where they realize they are being spiritually abused & ask for help. They must be given the information & permission necessary to call it abuse. They also need a renewal of the mind. They have been spiritually brainwashed. 

They must be immersed in the truth of Who God is & what He has done to settle their value & acceptance. They must also experience safe relationships in which to heal. Admitting neediness & looking at oneself honestly & fearlessly is hard. In safe relationships they must be given permission & opportunities to practice getting their sense of identity as a gift from Jesus.

                                          Recovering Right Focus

Spiritual abuse makes people self-focused, preoccupied with doing things right & keeping happy those who are in places of authority. Recovery begins & continues with keeping our focus on God, what He has done, & who we are because of that. This can be maintained in the context of open, grace filled relationships.

                                              Renewing the Mind

Each of us determine the meaning of our experiences & make decisions in response. We often believe lies in abusive situations & as a result our defenses are strengthened. In order to recover from spiritual abuse, people need to hear the truth & understand the choices. They need a renewal of the mind. Many find it hard to remember that God loves them & His stance toward them is “yes”. 

Rom.12:2 says don’t be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Do not be squeezed from the outside-in. The Greek word for transform means something is being done to you, not by you. Paul is not saying to change yourself. Col. 3 says set your mind on the things above, not on things on earth.

In group therapy they need to discover that at the roots of their other problems, lie hurtful beliefs & a harmful faith. They also need to come to see that they are chasing an illusion, a dream, rather than seeking God. Their focus & understanding of Who God really is needs to be renewed. They have to work out their harmful beliefs about God & their distorted views about themselves. In group therapy they share their problems, identify their character defects, & gain insight into how to correct them.

                                             Treatment & Recovery

Breaking through Denial : Beginning recovery

Surrendering to God : Spiritual recovery

Working on Hurtful Thinking : Mental recovery : Thinking in extremes

                                                                                Drawing invalid conclusions

                                                                                Faulty filtering

                                                                                Invalidating the positive

                                                                                Discarding the negative

                                                                                Thinking with the heart

                                                                                Surrounding oneself with shoulds

                                                                                Maintaining hyper-responsibility

Working on New Information

Working in a Support Group : Acceptance

                                                 Unconditional positive regard

                                                 Freedom of expression

                                                 Non-autocratic / non-controlling

Working on the Family

Working on New Friends : Social recovery

Working on the Body : Physical recovery

Breaking through Denial : Beginning Recovery

Initially group therapy must break through the denial that addiction exists. They need help to identify that their relationship with religion has become of primary importance. They must accept that religion is harmful & has hurt relationships with family & friends. This begins with the first confrontation or intervention, when those close to the addict finally express how they feel & how they see the harmful faith. Once they can identify how the addiction is abusive to relationships, the number one objective is achieved. Then treatment can begin. 

Even though they know they need help, most are reluctant to let go of religion which has become a very reliable friend they could turn to. The delusional reality made life tolerable, provided comfort, belonging, power, & a feeling of being right or righteous. The process takes time, effort & a willingness to be vulnerable. 

One man used religious addiction as a way to escape his fears of intimacy & vulnerability. In the group he began to feel understood & was able to see the need for change. As he continued his treatment, his family also entered into therapy. He began to identify the characteristics of pure faith, & was able to start at the beginning by finally surrendering to God.

Surrendering to God : Spiritual Recovery

Often the initial motivation to change is not to find something better, but to eliminate something that feels worse. It is to eliminate the guilt that goes unresolved in religious addiction. Any alternative is considered better than continuing without change. 

Surrendering to God is a process. The length depends on how long they were involved & how far the addiction progressed, & how hidden it was. Before something can be surrendered to God it must be uncovered & revealed in all it’s terror. Private repressed sins are very difficult for the egocentric to admit. It is even more difficult to admit to not knowing what to do about them or how to fix them. This is the point of surrender where they are finally able to say life has become unmanageable. 

Without a relationship with God, there is no power available to change. Guilt crushes them until they are able to accept God’s forgiveness. They are so pseudo spiritual that they do not really communicate with others. They have a spiritual answer for everything.

Working on Hurtful Thinking : Mental Recovery

Their thinking is distorted. It is one of the key ways that they maintain a delusional reality. Treatment involves confronting harmful thoughts & replacing them with thoughts based on reality.


Thinking in Extremes
It is totally black & white, all good or all bad, completely right or completely wrong. This drives & fuels crusades against the corrupt. One mistake & they feel like a failure, so all errors are denied. The mistake is so internalized that it would lead them to believe they are capable only of making mistakes. They create the illusion of living at the opposite extreme of perfection. 

Treatment involves confronting the opposite extremes. They must be reprogrammed. God is interested in relationship, not hard work. They need to change from being product oriented to being process oriented, realize that life is a learning process, & that the product of who we are is ever changing. 

Sin must be perceived as part of humanity. They must relax their perfectionism & accept their humanity. They must see that Jesus desired mercy rather than sacrifice. Pure faith is a faith of mercy. They must be helped to incorporate that mercy into views of other people & self.


Drawing Invalid Conclusions

They have the ability to turn anything into a negative, from their feelings of inadequacy. They make all-inclusive statements. Never & always are integral to their statements & expectations of others. Their conclusions are not based in reality. God will not magically make a car payment or always heal a baby who could easily be healed by a doctor. Wrong conclusions “if I do nothing, things will work out anyway” are just as destructive. 

Group time is spent in identifying unreasonable & irrational conclusions & rooting out the sources, so they come to see life as it really is. Each day is handled one day at a time, without projecting an indictment on the future.

Faulty Filtering 

They focus on only one part of reality, & thus distort the whole of reality by focusing on the irrelevant & negative. They become so selective in what they will respond to that much of what is good is discarded. One negative detail disqualifies the more positive whole. They have selected the dot & abstracted it from the context. 

Their faulty filtering evolves around their faults & character defects. They see only personal sin or the sin of the world, & refuse to look at all of the good & positive things, so the world becomes too depressing & uncomfortable to live in. They must then escape into the addiction of religion for mood alteration. 

When they come to treatment, nothing is right. They are focusing on all the wrong things. Staff must bring them back to reality by telling them that the one over-riding problem that has been filtered out is that they called us for help, we didn’t call them. They are confronted with the need to work on themselves. They are asked to talk to other others whose lives have been affected by this treatment program. Eventually their filter starts to let reality sink back in.

Invalidating the Positive

Invalidation does not ignore information; it just disqualifies the facts or distorts them, usually towards the negative. Their “yes buts” must be confronted throughout the treatment process. If they can’t think of a proof that a compliment is false, they will rationalize the motives behind the statement. “They are out to get me or want something I have.”

They have a technique that is refined to look good while it degrades themselves. “It wasn’t me, Christ did it.” They have such a hard time acknowledging what might be a special talent. This is not humility, as they invalidate themselves. They support their self-defeating conclusions about themselves. 

Treatment confronts the self-defeating statements & actions, so they see the pattern & discover why there is a need to do this, then replace these with accepting statements. Cracks in the negative façade let through some good feelings, they recognize & appreciate the good that has been created within, accept being created in the image of God, & feel God’s love for the first time. As these take root, their misery is reduced along with the need to resort to the addiction for relief.

Discarding the Negative

They discard negative behavior, to maintain a hurtful sense of self-worth. An example would be rationalizing being promiscuous, by rationalizing having special needs or being the exception. Some say they have the freedom to experience the immoral. They “yes, but” into continuing the most destructive & negative behavior. Treatment includes facing up to their wrongs, who they have hurt, & restitution. 

Their world reality crashes around them. Sometimes they become so depressed they are difficult to motivate.

Thinking with the Heart
Their feelings, not facts, are the basis of reality. “I feel bad, therefore I must be bad.” They are so caught up in their emotions that they interpret the world only by the way they feel. It is a self-obsessed existence where the only thing that matters is how they feel, not what is real. 

Treatment involves separating the evidence of reality from feelings. They learn to identify a thought or perception based on emotion, versus one based on the evidence at hand. This separation allows reality to sift into the person’s thinking, & eventually erodes some of the negative thoughts. 

God had yanked away her future, & from that time on all her decisions revolved around those terrible feelings about herself & God. Her thinking had to be changed before she could find peace with her emotions.

Surrounding Oneself with Shoulds

Their self induced pressure, with internal “should” statements, is a predominant reason for the need to find mood alteration. This drives them further into addiction. They drive themselves to meet these demands in an effort to avoid disappointment, or the indictment of failure. Disappointment & depression is the result.  

The belief that Christians should be happy all the time drives them into more & more religious compulsive behavior in search of happiness. Others believe others should be more Christ-like. The resulting frustration & anger that result from this unrealistic expectation, drive them into further addiction to alter their mood of destructive anger. They will act out compulsively. They have no room for being human. 

They must be replaced with thoughts based more in reality, like “It would be nice if…”. Repeated confrontation provides the impetus for them to rethink the demands placed on others & themselves. They learn a whole new way of thinking about performance, in that they can relax in their attempts to measure up.

Maintaining Hyper-responsibility

Pastors will feel responsible for the problems & sins of the whole congregation, believing something can be done to control their behavior. Every sin is an invitation to personalize, take responsibility for, & experience shame over it. This compounds their low self-worth. At it’s heart is their desire to be in control. 

Treatment focuses on them giving up the desire to be in control, & their egocentric feeling of being responsible for so many things. They also need to refocus, because in feeling responsible for everyone else, they lose touch with their own problems. Treatment takes the eye off everyone else, & brings it back to rest on the addiction. 

Some have called this codependency or a self-defeating personality disorder. It is changed with repeated confrontation, & them turning over each day to God. 

Treatment teaches them how to think. Mental circuits that have been shut down are turned back on. Treatment helps them identify what is real, & how to act on that reality by thinking in a different way.

                                            Working on New Information

They are often victims of a lifetime of propaganda. Books, tapes & lectures are used to re-educate them & provide a new foundation, as now they don’t know what to believe about God, the bible, faith, & they are usually ignorant about addiction & other dependencies. 

When they start over a whole new value system is evolved. They must learn to question rather than disqualify. The information is to change a naïve believer into a questioning seeker. They have sought easy solutions & what appeared to be the quick fix. Anyone with what sounded like a good idea was believed wholeheartedly. 

The process of evaluation must accompany all the information presented. Otherwise they will later be as susceptible to manipulation as before. Controlling persecutors don’t like questioning, so others are trained to believe without doubt. The group becomes a safe place to check out the validity of new information. 

Addiction is not just what they do, but is rather a part of the character & nature of the person. A bond makes the person & the addiction inseparable, because it has become a form of survival. The bond to the addiction must be transferred to other people. If it isn’t, they will merely intellectualize the problem, & the new addiction will easily become knowledge. The group provides accountability, & a new bond to replace the old one, & helps in assimilating information in a balanced & healthy way. 

                                           Working in a Support Group

It cannot be done alone. Without a support group they may stop the addictive behavior but they will not develop a balanced recovery. They will trip up & either fall back into their addiction or find another one to replace it. It must provide a combination of support & accountability. 

The group must supplement the entire recovery program, but not become its single focus or it can become a substitute addiction. They are susceptible to latching onto systems, so the 12 Steps need to be used in a balanced manner, or people can use the 12 Step theology to replace the church. 

Recovery never focuses on someone else’s problem, or working someone else’s program. Sometimes people use some philosophical basis for a reason not to join a particular support group. Excuses are used to avoid doing the work.

Characteristics of a Healthy Support Group

Acceptance
A healthy support group is made up of loving & accepting people. It will welcome & assist as they develop a new identity. It will not reject the person because of differing beliefs. They are allowed to be different & make mistakes without being shamed.

Unconditional Positive Regard
True love values for who they are, rather than for what they are able to do. It enables the addict to love themselves. It becomes a bond without equal. We stick to the model set by Christ, & provide the same unconditional love to other recovering strugglers. If we are not able to do that, then we have formed our own harmful faith system.

Freedom of Expression
They need to not have to worry about living up to someone else’s expectation, & be free to explore, where new ideas & new forms of expression can be practiced without fear of retribution. They need to practice for the real world where rejection is standard. Just like a loving family, it needs to be a safe place where addicts find relief by saying the tough things rather than holding them in.

Non-autocratic / non-controlling
They need a group where they have equal power & rights. They have been indoctrinated in a misled system that related from the “one-down” or “one-up” position. The addict learned how to control & be controlled, so they need to accept responsibility for their behavior only. 

The group needs to have no one who gives the orders or is in control. When they stop growing, the group lovingly confronts them & moves them back into the recovery mode. They should attend at least 5 different groups, if possible, to determine which is right for them. The purpose is to help people find a way back to a loving, caring God.

                                                   Working on the Family

Frequently an addict will move away from the rest of their family, in the guise of finding a deeper faith. Many family members give up on ever having a normal relationship with the addict. Family work can occur after treatment but if it does not, the family will surely disintegrate. 

Everyone in the family took on a dysfunctional role, just like the addict’s original family where the seeds were planted. If they are not involved in treatment, they will move on to their own addiction & dependency problems, & there will be little support for the recovering addict.

These families tend to be very angry with the addict & with themselves for not being able to change the addict. Treatment needs to enable them to express these negative feelings, & resolve & move beyond them, or it will lead to the alienation & rejection of the recovering addict. It is a slow process, but once this occurs the family has the opportunity to re-form & bond. The chances of recovery are greatly reduced, when a person goes back into a family where the father is furious & everyone is a victim of that anger. 
They need to be helped to see why they enjoyed being with such a destructive group, & then helped to find more positive ways to obtain the same things. This is necessary to help counter the power of addiction.

                                   Working on New Friends : Social Recovery

Many social relationships are lost when the harmful faith system is abandoned. If this is not replaced, a terrible void will hamper recovery. The recovery group cannot fill this void. New friends are needed for fun, & to go new places with. 

Recovery is so serious that sometimes people encourage them to go back to their addiction rather than continue to act so lifeless. They must seek supportive people. Treatment helps plan how to develop new sources of social support.

                                 Working on the Body : Physical Recovery

They tend to have poor dietary habits, are often overweight, & totally lack physical exercise. They spend so much time on their addiction that they don’t have time to exercise. They are so compulsive that they eat everything in sight. They are drained of energy & feel bad about themselves because they look & feel bad. 

Treatment addresses these needs with the same level of importance as the other areas of recovery. Moods stabilize as sugar & caffeine are minimized. Exercise provides a natural form of relaxation. Proper rest reduces stress & irritability. Otherwise many return to their addiction, the source of mood alteration that lifts them out of their misery. Hope does not just spring forth on its own, it must be cultivated.

Treatment & the recovery process are not a cure-all or a quick fix. If it works, it will only be because the addict decides to make it work with God’s help. They obtain nothing more than they put into it. One of its greatest values is bringing together fellow strugglers to help one another find a new life & new hope in a loving God.

                                      17 Characteristics of Helpful Faith

  1. Focused on God

  2. Growing

  3. Respectful
  4. Free to serve

  5. Self-worthy

  6. Vulnerable
  7. Trusting

  8. Individualized

  9. Relationship oriented
10. Personal

11. Balanced

12. Non-defensive
13. Nonjudgmental
14. Reality based

15. Able to embrace our emotions

16. Able to embrace our humanity

17. Loving

                                 12 Steps to Overcoming Religious Addiction

Working these steps are often people’s, means of escape from religious addiction & into a real faith in God.

  1. We admitted that we were powerless over our compulsive religious behaviors &  

           harmful faith – that our lives had become unmanageable.

  2. We came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

  3. We made a decision to turn our will & our lives over to the care of God.

  4. We made a searching & fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

  5. We admitted to God, to ourselves, & to another human being, the exact nature of 
           our wrongs.

  6. We were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.

  7. We humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.

  8. We made a list of all persons we had harmed, & became willing to make amends 
           to them all.

  9. We made direct amends to such people whenever possible, except when to do so 

           would injure them or others.

10. We continued to take personal inventory, & when we were wrong, promptly admitted 

           it.

11. We sought through meditation & prayer, to improve our conscious contact with God, 

           praying only for knowledge of His will, & the power to carry that out.

12. Having had a spiritual awakening as a result of these steps, we tried to carry this 

           message to other religious addicts, & to practice these principles in all our affairs.

Hope for the Persecutor

When many victims leave the harmful faith system, it may force the leader to become accountable. The only hope is to force the leader into accountability, or to dethrone them to protect others.

Hope lies in them identifying their sense of persecution. This comes from a willingness to feel the pain of being treated unjustly by the people they cared for the most. They must resolve this with forgiveness as we share in the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings. He bore the grief of being unjustly crucified. The pain of resolving this & giving up old reliable behaviors is not easy to bear. It won’t happen unless they are forced to make it happen. The way out is safely hidden by harmful convictions poisoning faith.

Hope for the Co-conspirator

Co-conspirators are addicted to religion, the system that gives them importance, & the leader as the embodiment of that system. They invest a lifetime of effort supporting the persecutor, so it is not easy to turn away from. 

They need to confess the need to feel secure & the willingness to deny, distort, & lie to protect that place of security. They must be willing to face themselves, see what is really there, & stand alone without being propped up by the leader who has victimized them. They must be willing to pay the price of giving up or changing the relationship with the persecutor, & confessing wrongs to those who have been victimized. Then they must also forgive themselves & start over. They then have hope for a new life free of control & the need to control.

Hope for the Enabler

The only hope is reality. They must face the reality that the system continues due to the enabling support offered by them, to the leader. They need to come to grips with the fact that they are playing out an unhealthy role that has trapped them in a system that will eventually fail. 

The codependency movement has helped many people priorize working on accountability in relationships, where needs are met rather than being ignored. The price is the loss of an enabling identity, which is hard to sacrifice. 

Hope is in ending the charade before more people are hurt & victimized. When enablers do the courageous thing, victims are spared further victimization.

Hope for the Victim

The result is often a hardened heart & many unresolved feelings of anger & resentment. They have tried to meet the conditions of sacrifice for conditional love. They feel that an unloving God cannot be reached. Hope involves seeing the unconditional love of God, which does not depend on performance. The risky dimension of faith must be accepted. It involves trusting God alone, not the comfort of trusting a person or organization. 

They must also learn to exercise the gift of free choice, which is never made in the midst of emotional blackmail or pressure to conform. This free choice of faith, needs to be made out of love for God. They will thereby gain significance & security. They are then freed to meet the needs of others, out of love & service to God, rather than from manipulation & coercion.

                                 Message to Perpetrators of Spiritual Abuse

Just before Jesus violently purged the temple, He wept over Jerusalem & said “you did not recognize the day of your visitation”. They did not want it. You are not what you were created to be. You are not the sanctuary of God or man. You are not a safe place. You are not beautiful for habitation. You have tied heavy weights upon people. You have inverted values. You have shut off the kingdom from those who were seeking it

A Desire to Gather 

We need to be constantly reminded that even when we have acted badly in the name of God, His heart is still to gather us to Himself. When we relinquish our wrong control & turn to Him, He desires most of all to redeem, heal & protect
A Will of our own 
Like arrogant, ignorant, rebellious children, however, we can sometimes resist to the end. That leaves you completely on your own. You are going to get what you wanted - no protection, no sustaining, no provision. Jer. 22:5 says  “Behold your house is left to you desolate”. This means barren, vacant, uninhabited. God no longer plows, or plants, or prunes here. 

Could this same dynamic happen in the church today? Could the Holy Spirit say “This is not God’s house, this is not God’s work – it is yours”? He loves His church, so He does not withdraw His hand quickly. He will send people who see the need to speak the truth, to lift the load, to heal the sheep. He will call & convict & draw to Himself. For some, the result will be brokenness, mourning, & repentance – bringing life & restoration.

