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Counseling Survivors of Religious Abuse

This book identifies and analyzes the forms, causes, and potential treatments of religious abuse. Religious abuse can include experiences of sexual, physical, emotional, spiritual, and mental abuse connected to a religious context. The book will help readers understand different types of religious abuse, including where the perpetrator is a religious leader, a group, or a system, as well as when there is an overtly spiritual element connected to the justification for the abuse. It also describes common experiences of those who have experienced religious abuse and some treatment approaches that will be useful to mental health providers when their clients present with these experiences. The rigorous scholarly approach of this book provides an academically grounded insight into this complex topic. As such, it will be a key reference for those studying and working in Religious Studies, Religion and Psychology, the Sociology of Religion, and Counseling and Mental Health.

Paula J. Swindle is Associate Professor of Counseling at Lenoir-Rhyne University in Hickory, NC, and has over 24 years of experience as a clinical mental health counselor and supervisor. She owns the Center for Healing Religious Harm, PLLC, which provides counseling and consultation services, and co-hosts the podcast “Sacred Intersections” which examines the intersection of mental health, religion, and religious abuse.

Craig S. Cashwell is Professor in the Department of School Psychology and Counselor Education at William & Mary and an American Counseling Association (ACA) Fellow. Additionally, Craig maintains a part-time private practice focusing on couple counseling, addictions counseling, and spiritual and religious issues. He has over 150 publications, including five books, and has received multiple research awards.

Jodi L. Tangen is Associate Professor and Program Coordinator at North Dakota State University. Her research interests center on counselor education, spirituality, and teacher and counselor development. She is passionate about training counselors and enjoys teaching courses such as Counseling Techniques and Counseling across the Lifespan. In her free time, she hangs out with her energetic little kids.




Routledge Focus on Religion

Trump and History

Protestant Reactions to ‘Make America Great Again’

Matthew Rowley

Theology and Climate Change

Paul Tyson

Religion and Euroscepticism in Brexit Britain

Ekaterina Kolpinskaya and Stuart Fox

Owning the Secular

Religious Symbols, Culture Wars, Western Fragility

Matt Sheedy

Cross-Cultural and Religious Critiques of Informed Consent

Edited by Joseph Tham, Alberto García Gómez, and Mirko Daniel Garasic

Worldview Religious Studies

Douglas J Davies

White Evangelicals and Right-Wing Populism: How Did We Get Here?

Marcia Pally

Rape Culture in the House of David: A Company of Men

Barbara Thiede

Counseling Survivors of Religious Abuse

Paula J. Swindle, Craig S. Cashwell, and Jodi L. Tangen

For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/Routledge-Focus-on-Religion/book-series/RFR




Counseling Survivors of Religious Abuse

Paula J. Swindle, Craig S. Cashwell, and Jodi L. Tangen

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London, New York. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor and Francis Group, an Informa business, Humanity and Social Sciences Publishers Book]



First published 2024

by Routledge

4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2024 Paula J. Swindle, Craig S. Cashwell, and Jodi L. Tangen

The right of Paula J. Swindle, Craig S. Cashwell, and Jodi L. Tangen to be identified as authors of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 9780367465445 (hbk)

ISBN: 9781032549422 (pbk)

ISBN: 9781003029465 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003029465

Typeset in Times New Roman

by codeMantra




Contents

SECTION I Overview

1 Integrating Spirituality in Counseling

2 Defining Religious Abuse

3 Common Experiences of Victims of Religious Abuse

4 Assessing Religious Abuse

5 Characteristics of Healthy and Harmful Religious Systems

6 Common Victim Populations

SECTION II Ethics

7 Ethical Principles in the Treatment of Religious Abuse

8 Application of Ethics in Treating Religious Abuse

SECTION III Treatment Approaches

9 The Importance of a Trauma-Informed Approach

10 The Healing Process

11 Interventions for Religious Abuse

12 Supervision and Consultation

13 Summary

Index




Section I Overview





1 Integrating Spirituality in Counseling
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As a starting place for this book, we believe that there is much that is good about religion.

Religious communities of all faiths provide knowledge that helps people to understand and make meaning of their lives, participate in meaningful rituals, find forgiveness for misdeeds, comfort during hard times, and a social community of like-minded believers. At its best, religion provides a structure within which people can experience transformation and connection, and grow spiritually. As authors, each of us has a long history of participating in organized religion. We consider ourselves to be spiritual seekers who have found great wisdom, support, and comfort from our respective experiences within organized religion. At its best, religion is invaluable, perhaps even essential, to many people.

Religion at its best is good. But what about when the people within religious communities are not at their best? What about the shadow side of religion? What about when there is a twisting of the sacred in a way that does great damage to an individual or a group of individuals? While we consider ourselves people of faith, we are also mental health professionals with a combined 60+ years of clinical experience. Over the years, we have heard stories and witnessed countless cases where the support of a loving and nurturing religious community and religious leaders was a critical part of the client’s healing work. Unfortunately, however, over these same years, we have sat with hundreds of clients who came to us having experienced abuse within their religious community. In many cases, they came seeking support specifically for the religious abuse. Interestingly, however, in other cases they presented with common presenting issues (anxiety, depression, addictions) and were not consciously aware of the religious abuse they had experienced and, in many cases, how this connected to their psychological struggles. Not all people who experience religious abuse experience traumatic symptoms as a result, but many do. Throughout the course of this book, we will explore various forms of religious abuse. Within a trauma-informed lens, we want to change the question for clients from “What is wrong with me?” to “What happened to me?” It is our intent, however, as mental health professionals to go beyond the “what happened” narrative, as important as that narrative is, to look also at the impact of religious abuse on individuals and groups marginalized by the abuse. Further, we also want to provide some preliminary information on what the path of healing from religious abuse might look like.

As a starting point to this conversation, we will explore psychospiritual integration or the integration of a client’s religion into the counseling process. Our primary frame of reference and experience is working in a secular counseling setting so those who counsel from an overtly religious perspective or in a religious setting may need to adapt some of the narrative throughout this book. What we are exploring here is the work of mental health professionals who recognize the value of carefully assessing religious and spiritual beliefs, practices, and experiences in the therapy process. While this will not be germane for some clients, many come to us with a history (be it primarily positive, negative, or mixed) with organized religion that informs their worldview and, in many cases, is inextricably interwoven with their worldview, core beliefs, and mental health (or lack thereof). Because some mental health professionals are hesitant to integrate the client’s religious belief systems into the therapy process, before we turn our attention more fully to religious abuse, we explore the process of psychospiritual integration.


Religion and Spirituality in the Therapy Process

Historically, therapists have been trained to assess and understand the various identities of an individual, often presenting cases to consultants and peers by starting with some of these identities. Imagine, for example, a case staffing where a therapist begins presenting a case to a group:


The client is a 47-year-old African American male who is married and he and his wife have 3 children, ages 14, 11, and 8. He grew up in poverty but now owns his own company that is thriving and he and his family are upper middle class. He reports being active in his African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion religious community, which he describes as the denomination in which he grew up and, in fact, he attends the same church in which he grew up. He presents with anxiety stemming from recent conversations with his pastor after congregants in the church told the pastor that the client’s oldest son is saying he thinks he might be transgender and the pastor told the client that “being transgendered” (sic) is an abomination against God and that his son either needs to get right with God or he will be asked not to attend this church.



While there are fascinating conversations to be had about cases such as these, many of those will be left to subsequent chapters in this book. For now, however, consider only the complexity of identities presented in this brief introduction to the case and, more importantly, the potential intersectionality of these identities. Clearly, there are a number of identities that are listed in this simple case introduction. Based on the therapist’s report, the client appears to be


	Middle-aged

	African-American

	Male and presumably cisgender

	A husband

	A father

	Grown up in poverty (which may have psychological implications)

	Affluent

	A business owner

	Religious and long-term attendance and service within his church; the therapist’s report highlights the salience of this identity.



Each of these identities defines this client to some extent and in certain contexts. We do not yet know many things about this client, however, most notably how these identities intersect. How, for example, does this client make meaning of moving from poverty to affluence? How does he balance his family identity, work identity, and religious identity? How do his various identities inform how he personally thinks and feels about his child questioning their gender identity? How do his various identities inform how he is hearing these words from his pastor and subsequent actions that he might take? What is critical in therapy, then, is understanding the salience of these identities, supporting the client in making this more explicit, and understanding how they intersect to inform this client’s life experience, including this current crisis which appears to be occasioning anxiety.

Based on this initial case presentation, though, we might assume that this client’s religious identity is highly salient, which is not uncommon (Cashwell & Young, 2020). Researchers have examined the salience of religious and spiritual identities and found that approximately 93% of the U.S. population reports some type of religious or spiritual identity with approximately 75% of people having a religious identity (Pew Research Center, 2015). As we will explore throughout this book, when religious abuse occurs, the resulting trauma often is devastating, and when the religious or spiritual identity is highly salient, the impact may be even more damaging.

Before turning our attention to the impact of betrayal trauma occasioned by religious abuse in subsequent chapters, however, we focus first on how therapists might think about the process of integrating spirituality and religion into the therapy process. This offers context for the work when a client presents with religious abuse.



Defining Religion and Spirituality

In navigating this book, it may be useful to know how we think of religion and spirituality. To some extent, religion is the easier of the two to define. Organized religion provides a social context in which beliefs, practices, and experiences occur. To that end, religion is institutional, creedal, and typically socially defined (Young & Cashwell, 2020). The three largest religions, by affiliation, in the United States are the three primary Western religions, namely Christianity (70.6%), Judaism (1.9%), and Islam (.9%), followed by two Eastern religions, namely Buddhism and Hinduism, each of which constitutes about 7% of the U.S. population (Pew Center, 2015).

Spirituality, on the other hand, is a more complex and fluid construct, making it more challenging to provide a universal definition. For individuals, spiritual expression is vast and difficult to capture in words. For some, it is primarily about a belief system. For others, it is more about practices and experiences. For all, it is, to some extent, a developmental phenomenon as it evolves over time. This developmental, contextual, and individual framework requires a definition that is broad and inclusive. To that end, we use a definition developed by Young and Cashwell (2020) that spirituality is “the universal human capacity to experience self-transcendence and sacred immanence, with resulting increases in self-other compassion and love” (p. 12).

In the next section, we will discuss the importance of assessing the unique relationship between religion and spirituality at an individual level, that is, how the two “dance” together for an individual client, including the possibility that an individual’s spirituality is experienced outside of the context of organized religion, which seems to account for about 20% of people in the United States (Harris, 2014). For now, though, we want to unpack this definition further in the context of those who experience their spirituality primarily within the context of organized religion, which constitutes a substantial percentage of U.S. citizens, with consideration of the application of the definition to issues of religious abuse.

We believe this definition of spirituality is short and concise, but rich with facets critical to an understanding of religious abuse. We discuss these briefly here:


	Universal – Spirituality is available and accessible to all, not simply a chosen few. A classic example of this is from the Christian tradition where Matthew 22:14 is commonly translated as Many are called (or invited), but few are chosen. Translated in this manner, pastors often misuse this scripture to establish a religious community that looks more like a country club than a spiritual community, where there are clear in-groups and out-groups, and many are othered and marginalized. Some biblical scholars, however, suggest that this is poor translation of the original text and that a better translation would be something like I am calling all of you, but so few of you allow yourselves to be chosen. This translation reads quite differently, suggesting that all are welcomed if they will only receive the call or invitation. When religion others people who are often also marginalized by society, when the very community that should be a safe haven for all chooses who gets in the club and who does not, the result can often be abuse and a traumatic experience for the individual.

	Capacity suggests that all people have the potential to cultivate and experience spirituality as part of their life journey. It also suggests that not all will potentiate their capacity. One framework for a person’s capacity to develop spiritually is captured in the eightfold path of Buddhism which encourages right view, right resolve, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right samadhi. Samadhi refers to unity with the highest reality, which for those with a theistic religion can easily be translated into right unity with their Higher Power. Capacity, then, is cultivated through spiritual practice, beliefs, and actions. Religious abuse can occur when a charismatic leader pushes practices, beliefs, and behaviors on followers with no allowance for disagreement or debate, which is the point at which doctrine becomes dogma. Anyone who questions the dogma is othered and, in some cases, ostracized from the community.

	Experience suggests that spirituality is not solely about a belief system but rather includes spiritual practices and behaviors that result in spiritual growth and change. An example would be a person who practices a form of contemplative practice consistent with their belief systems that supports their development of more nondual thinking. In some cases, however, the religious community may be operating at a dualistic level. Imagine, for example, the tension for a client who reports practicing contemplative prayer for many years and is struggling in her long-term religious community that marginalizes women and members of the LGBTQ+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer plus) community.

	Self-transcendence suggests that spiritual development is a true path only if it ultimately decenters the self in the conversation. The first part of the life journey is about building a sense of self, often a sense of self that is separate and disconnected from others. Ultimately, though, this sense of separateness fades and there is recognition that everything belongs, all is connected, and our lives are best lived in service to others. That is, transcending the personal ego is part of the spiritual journey. Here, religious abuse can occur when beliefs are imposed that diminish the individual in a shame-based way. One cannot transcend an ego that has been traumatized and bound in shame. Rather, we tend to recapitulate this trauma in various ways, working unconsciously to make true this lie we have been told and cannot begin the work of self-transcendence. Instead, we can get caught in a trap of chasing acceptance (from both self and others) and always trying to be “good enough” to earn favor (from either God or other people), a process that is prepersonal (ego-building) rather than transpersonal (beyond the ego) (Wilber, 2000). Interestingly, behaviors, such as tirelessly serving others, can look similar for people at both the prepersonal and transpersonal levels, but differ significantly in intent (e.g., building up self vs. genuinely serving others).

	Sacred immanence recognizes that spirituality dwells within each of us. Whether the individual holds a belief of a Higher Power or believes, as the Buddha stated, that we all have innate Buddha nature or enlightenment within us, spirituality cultivates receptivity to this Presence. We resonate with the word “Mindbodyspirit,” which recognizes that the mind, the body, and spirit are all interconnected and sacred. For those with a belief in God, there is an indwelling of this Spirit within each of us in the present moment. As such, our bodies are a temple for this Spirit which can only be experienced in the present moment. Religious abuse can occur, for example, when teachings create body, thought, or sexual shame or treat the present moment as only a moment to be “used” to get to an afterlife, psychologically cultivating shame and a sense that nothing in the “now” is good, but rather just a path to an afterlife.

	Increases in self-other compassion and love suggests the most important measure of whether the spiritual path is true or not. Whatever one believes to be true, whatever spiritual practices one undertakes, all is for naught if we do not grow in our capacity to love and hold compassionate space, for both ourselves and others.



Before turning our attention to the various ways in which people connect or disconnect their religion and spirituality, we want to make one more point. In the Christian tradition, there is sacred text that suggests the individual should Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect (Matthew 5:48, NIV). The pursuit of perfection, however, is one of the greatest sources of shame and mental illness known to modern society. How can this be reconciled? Some theologians would argue that this is an aspirational ideal, which certainly makes sense at an objective level. Unfortunately, however, our experiences over the years with clients who are religious lead us to conclude that while some might hold this aspirational stance, far more often the result of perfectionism is pervasive shame and inadequacy, with subsequent mental health struggles including depression, anxiety, and addictions.

Alternatively, some biblical scholars (Klotz, 2001) suggest that the Greek word translated as perfect is better translated as complete or whole. Accordingly, one stance we take throughout this book is that what is true spiritually is healthy psychologically. If some belief or practice makes one less psychologically well or cultivates struggles with mental illness (e.g., anxiety or depression), then it is not a capital-T Truth. Our goal is not to be perfect but to be more whole, more complete. It is no coincidence that the words whole, healing,
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