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Grieving Well: A Conversation
With Dr. Douglas Groothuis and Naomi Wright

naomiwrightministries.com

1. “What significant losses have you taken in your life?”
- From the loss of a spouse, to the loss of your community, to the loss of your

worldview, all losses create a need for lament.
- What losses have you suffered?

2. “What does it mean to grieve ‘well’?”
- To suffer virtuously. To own the suffering. To turn toward God rather than away

from him, and to find meaning in the midst of it–to both give and receive love
throughout the grieving process.

- To remain present in the current moment–allowing the grief–while maintaining
hope for the future.

- To take the time you need, then once you can, take the very next step forward,
while knowing that grief is fluid. Psalms of Lament: Psalm 22, 88, and 90.

- The idea of “absorbing” suffering.
- There are seasons to mourn and seasons to dance. Wisdom is knowing the

difference. Ecclesiastes 3:4.
- Would you add anything to this idea of “grieving well”?

3. “Is there space for celebration?”
- God embraces celebration himself. He mandates it in the Old Testament (Exodus

12:14, 23:16, 34:22; Deuteronomy 14:22-27) and Jesus attended a wedding in the
New Testament (John 2:1-12). Celebration of the goodness of God and his good
gifts is an element of the kingdom of God.

2



- It’s good and necessary to have breaks, or respite, from the hard aspects of life–to
enjoy music or friendship, as examples–as long as you’re not escaping
responsibilities or behaving in a sinful manner.

- Do you have a theology of celebration?
- What does/would respite look like for you?

4. “What are some things that did not serve you well throughout your grieving
process?”

- There are many unhealthy coping mechanisms that prolong our healing rather
than enable our healing.

- Naomi shares her example of distraction: even though the distractions she
employed were “good” endeavors in and of themselves, there were too
many of them and their primary function was to escape grief.

- What is something you have done/are doing that is not truly
serving you in the long-term?

5. “What role has the Bible played in your experience?”
- The Bible offers us guidance, wisdom, and hope, as we grieve our losses.

- Do you resonate with Naomi’s initial aversion to the Bible?
- Can you relate to Dr. Groothuis’ long-standing comfort from scripture?

6. “What is your hope for those watching today?”
- That you will know you’re not alone.
- That you will have some ideas as to how to be present with your grief.
- To be encouraged to take the next step, if you’re at the point to do so.

- What do you hope to remember from this conversation?

7. “Final Words:”
- Christ died on the cross in order to redeem us, after having been persecuted,

mocked, and abused. He knows the depth of our suffering and lament, so we can
look to him for wisdom, comfort, and hope. Romans 8:1.

- Do you feel that Jesus is your fellow sufferer, friend, and healer, or do you
feel that he is the perpetrator of your grief?
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Trauma Field
⬥ Posttraumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD)
- even single exposure

- natural disasters
- rape incident
- witnessing violence
- combat veterans

- primarily 
cognitive-behavioral 
treatments
- International Society for 

Traumatic Stress Studies 
(ISTSS)

⬥ Complex PTSD 
(Complex Traumatic Stress 
Disorder or CTSD; Disorders 
of Extreme Stress)
- multiple exposures
 - incest survivors

- child abuse and rape
- multi-faceted treatment 

approaches
- International Society for 

the Study of Trauma and 
Dissociation (ISSTD)

Trauma Psychology, Division 56, APA
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Examples of Complex Trauma
⬥ Child abuse and neglect

– Sexual
– Physical
– Verbal/Emotional/Psychological
– Spiritual
– Trafficking

⬥ Domestic violence
– All the above plus financial

⬥ Ritual Abuse/Mind Control
⬥ Kidnapping/Prisoner of War/Torture
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PTSD vs Complex PTSD 
⬥ Both share posttraumatic symptoms
⬥ More common in complex PTSD

– Chronic relational trauma
– Trauma at developmentally vulnerable points in 

development resulting in
• developmental deficits
• dissociative symptoms

– Insecure attachment style (i.e., 
disorganized/ambivalent)

⬥ Therefore, treatment for complex PTSD:
– Modified treatment of posttraumatic symptoms
– Additional areas need to be addressed
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DSM-5-Definition of Dissociation

Disruption of and/or discontinuity in the normal 
integration of consciousness, memory, identity, 
emotion, perception, body representation, motor
control, and behavior.
 
Simply put: Dissociation is compartmentalization, 
or disconnection among aspects of self and 
experience
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Normal versus Pathological 
Dissociation
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CONTINUUM OF DISSOCIATION

 
 

NORMAL
DISSOCIA-TI

VE
EPISODE

ACUTE 
STRESS 

DISORDER
(up to 4 wks.)

POST
TRAUMATIC 

STRESS
DISORDER
(4 weeks +)

DISSOCIA-TI
VE 

DISORDER

OTHER 
SPECIFIED 

DISSOCIA-TI
VE  

DISORDER
(OSDD)

DISSOCIA-TI
VE  

IDENTITY
DISORDER

•  hypnosis
• ego 

states/self-st
ates

• automatisms 
• childhood 

imaginary 
play

• fear/terror
• repression
•  highway 

hypnosis 
• sleepwalking
• mystical/
• religious 

experiences 
(e.g., 
meditation, 
ecstatic 
experiences)

• flashbacks
• numbness, 

detachment, absence 
of emotional response

• reduced awareness of 
surroundings (dazed)

• derealization
• depersonalization
• amnesia for aspects of 

the trauma

• Dissociative 
amnesia (with 
or without 
dissociative 
fugue)

• Depersonali-z
ation/derealiz
ation disorder

• OSDD (e.g., 
with features 
of DID, 
dissociative 
trance etc.)

• Polyfrag-men
ted OSDD

•  DID
• Polyfrag-

mented 
DID

Adapted from Braun, B. G.  (1988) and updated to DSM-5
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 Developing the Capacity to 
Dissociate

⬥ We are born unintegrated (i.e., dissociated)
⬥ Healthy attachment leads to integration of 

behavioral states
⬥ Impact of child abuse
⬥ Dissociation as a defense
⬥ Mental disorder 

- dissociative disorder/other disorder with 
dissociative symptoms

Putnam, 1997
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Attachment Style and 
Dissociation

⬥ Attuned, “good enough” parenting 
               Secure attachment style

      Integration of self-states
⬥ Inattentive/neglectful/abusive parenting
               Insecure (Ambivalent/Disorganized)

attachment style
                Dissociated self-states

(Gingrich, 2013)
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Dissociative Symptoms
⬥ Amnesia: A specific and significant block of time that 

has passed but that cannot be accounted for by memory
⬥ Depersonalization: Sense of detachment from one’s 

self, e.g., a sense of looking at one’s self as if one is an 
outsider

⬥ Derealization: A feeling that one’s surroundings are 
strange or unreal.

⬥ Identity confusion: Subjective feelings of uncertainty, 
puzzlement, or conflict about one’s identity

⬥ Identity alteration: Objective behavior indicating the 
assumption of different identities or ego states, much more 
distinct than different roles

Steinberg (1994).
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DSM-5 Diagnoses Related to 
Dissociation

⬥ Dissociative disorders
– Dissociative amnesia
– Depersonalization/derealization disorder
– Dissociative identity disorder (DID)
– Dissociative disorder not otherwise specified

⬥ Select other disorders with significant 
dissociative symptoms
–  Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
–  Somatic symptom and related disorders
–  Schizophrenia 
–  Borderline personality disorder (BPD)
–  Others (e.g., eating and feeding, anxiety, 

depressive) 17



BASK MODEL OF 
DISSOCIATION

⬥ Behavior
⬥ Affect (emotions)
⬥ Sensation (physical)
⬥ Knowledge

Full, integrated memory includes all four re-associated 
components.

Braun, 1988
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BASK - KNOWLEDGE

⬥ Trauma survivor has full or partial 
cognitive knowledge of traumatic event 

⬥ Cognitive knowledge of the trauma is 
dissociated from behavior, affect and 
sensation 

⬥ Generally what people mean when they say 
“I remember”
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BASK - BEHAVIOR
⬥ Behavior is dissociated from other aspects 

of memory
⬥ Individual acts in a certain manner without 

knowing why
⬥ Examples:

-avoiding intimate relationships
-vomiting after sexual intercourse
-dislike of particular foods
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BASK - AFFECT

⬥ Affect is dissociated from other 
aspects of memory 

⬥ Example: feeling of fear for no 
apparent reason
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BASK – AFFECT
(continued)

⬥ There are no feelings attached to the 
cognitive knowledge of the memory

-flat affect
-matter-of-fact tone of voice
e.g., can talk about being raped as 

though discussing the heat of the coming 
summer
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BASK - SENSATION
⬥ Physical sensation is dissociated from other 

aspects of memory
⬥ Individual may have cognitive knowledge of the 

traumatic event, be aware of related affect, and 
understand some behavior, but not remember the 
pain or pleasure associated with the trauma

⬥ Examples:
-body memories – physical symptoms such as 

bleeding or severe pain occur in the present but 
are unexplained

-sexual excitement
23



FLASHBACKS

⬥ Re-experiencing of a past event as though 
it is in the present

⬥ Indication of possible post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD)

⬥ Can be partial (i.e., involving 1 or several 
BASK memory components)

-e.g. Sensation - body memories
        Affect - terror

⬥  Can be total (i.e. involving all 4 BASK 
memory components)
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Varying Degrees of Integration of 
BASK Components

Gingrich (2020, p. 112) 

No Integration Partial Integration Full Integration

Figure 5.1 Figure 5.2 Figure 5.3
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Does Everyone Who Has Suffered  
Spiritual Abuse Need Therapy?

⬥ Not necessarily
– God can bring healing to people in many 

different ways
• Caring relationships (friends, family members, 

church members, mentors etc.)
• Pastoral/lay counseling
• Spiritual disciplines (prayer, meditation, Bible 

reading)
• Inner Healing Prayer

⬥ But could be very helpful
26



Three-Phase 
Treatment/Healing Process
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⬥ Premature trauma processing can lead to 
destabilization

– Hospitalization
– Inability to function in job
– Difficulty parenting
– Basic coping capacities can be overwhelmed

Rationale for Phase-Oriented 
Model
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⬥ Phase I – Safety and Stabilization
⬥ Phase II – Processing of Traumatic 

Memories
⬥ Phase III – Consolidation and Restoration

Three Phases
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⬥ Safety within the Therapeutic/Helping 
Relationship
– Making an initial connection (developing 

rapport)
– Becoming a safe person

• Remember that every person is unique
• Know your limitations
• Give advance warning of change

– Remaining a safe person
• Keep appropriate boundaries
• Consult
• Protect confidentiality

Phase I – Safety and Stabilization: 
Guidelines for the Helper
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⬥ Safety from Others
• Identifying healthy vs. unhealthy 
relationships

• Helping individuals find physical safety

Phase I – Safety and Stabilization …2

31



⬥ Making sense of symptoms
– Symptoms as attempts at coping
– Warning signals

⬥ Making use of dissociation to help with 
healing  
– Use of parts of self language
– Contracting

• symptom management
• day to day activities
• suicide

Safety from Self and Symptoms
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PHASE II
TRAUMA PROCESSING
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WHY DWELL ON THE PAST?
⬥ Nehemiah 2:11-18
⬥ Many years after the Jewish exile in 

Babylon, Nehemiah is given permission go 
back and re-build the walls of Jerusalem

⬥ Before beginning the project Nehemiah 
goes from gate to gate viewing that which 
was broken and destroyed

⬥ Afterwards he gathered the men together 
and shared his vision and plan for 
rebuilding

⬥ One has to know the extent of the damage 
before knowing how to best make repairs 34



What Can Go Wrong?
⬥ Helpee can get “lost” in the memory

– i.e., have a full flashback and not be aware of 
what is happening in the present

⬥ can feel totally overwhelmed and 
emotionally dysregulated

⬥ Victim can be blamed for things not 
“working” as they  “should”

⬥ Spiritual interventions can backfire, 
particularly where there has been religious 
or spiritual abuse
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Examples of Spiritual 
Interventions Backfiring

⬥ in inner healing prayer the individual is 
often asked to visualize Jesus, but Jesus 
may be  terrifying to them
– E.g., they were told that they were so bad that 

Jesus could never love them
– Abuser dressed like Jesus and child told that it 

was Jesus who was raping them
⬥ Use of Scripture by helpers may be 

intended to help, but because verses have 
been disorted by abusers it is viewed as 
condemnatory 36



⬥ Readiness for Phase II Work
⬥ Nature of memory
⬥ Accessing dissociated memories

– Deciding where to start
– When specific memories do not surface

⬥ Is memory recovery the goal?

Things to Keep in Mind
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WORKING THROUGH 
EMOTIONS

⬥ Give permission to acknowledge and 
experience feelings (even the so-called 
“sinful” feelings like anger and hatred)

⬥ Use the Psalms or Lamentations as 
examples of raw emotion being 
expressed before God

⬥ Examples of Jesus weeping
⬥ Analogy – infected wound
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EXAMPLE OF TAMAR
⬥ 2 Samuel 13:1-19 tells the biblical account of the 

incestual rape of Tamar by her half-brother 
Amnon 

⬥ When it she realizes he intends to rape her, 
Tamar’s shame is apparent as she begs him 
“Don’t do this wicked thing. What about me? 
Where could I get rid of my disgrace” (vs. 13)

⬥ Her depression and despair are apparent in vs. 
19 where Tamar puts ashes on her head, tore her 
robe and “went away, weeping aloud as she 
went”, and in vs. 22 where we are told she “lived 
in her brother Absalom’s house, a desolate 
woman” 39



Facilitating the Integration of 
Experience (1)

⬥ Importance of safety
⬥ Being a container for helpee’s emotions
⬥ Eliciting details (play by play account)
⬥ Identifying and expressing emotions and 

physical sensations
⬥ Pacing the process
⬥ Extent to which re-experiencing is 

necessary
⬥ Staying within the Window of Tolerance

40
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Facilitating the Integration of 
Experience (2)

⬥ Continual checking in
⬥ Pulling helpees out of the intensity

– Grounding techniques
• Sensory techniques
• Internal safe places
• Anchors  (Rothschild, 2017)

– Use helpee’s ability to dissociate
• Distancing techniques 

– TV screen with mute, pause, and stop controls
– Place emotions in a container and integrate later

• Ideomotor signaling 42



If the intensity of the memory does 
not decrease over time:

⬥ It takes longer for some individuals than others 
for the emotional impact to lessen after 
processing
– But should not be more than a week or two at most 

⬥ The narrative may not have been completed
⬥ BASK components may not be fully integrated
⬥ The individual may be being revictimized

– E.g., cases of ritual abuse/mind control where 
programming is reinstalled by perpetrator 
group 43



Facilitating the Integration of             
Experience (3) 

⬥ Memory containment between sessions
– Partially processed memories
– No new memories

⬥ Structuring the processing sessions and 
helping relationship
– Extended sessions sometimes appropriate but 

must be preplanned
– Multiple sessions a week may be better than 

extended sessions
– Contract for type of contact (if any) between 

sessions 44



Facilitating the Integration of 
Self and Identity (1)

⬥ Incorporating newly integrated memory 
into entire personality system
– “Given this new knowledge/awareness, how 

does it impact how I see myself, God, my 
world and my place in it?” 
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Facilitating the Integration of 
Self and Identity (2)

⬥ All parts of self  need to understand and 
deal with specific emotions
– Mourning: Denial, anger, and depression
– Guilt, shame, and self-hatred
– Fear of abandonment
– Anxiety, terror, and fear

⬥ Some of these emotions may be directed at 
other parts of self
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Varying Degrees of Integration of 
BASK Components

Gingrich (2020, p. 112) 

No Integration Partial Integration Full Integration

Figure 5.1 Figure 5.2 Figure 5.3
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Levels of Integration of Self

No Integration Partial Integration Full Integration

Gingrich, H. D., 2020
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Integration of Self and Experience

Gingrich, H. D., 2013, p. 122
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⬥ Consolidating changes
⬥ Development of new coping strategies
⬥ Learning to live as an integrated whole
⬥ Navigating changing relationships

– Marriage and parenting 
– Friendships
– Relationship to God and church congregations
– Community
– Family of origin

⬥ Employment
⬥ Confronting the perpetrator  (at least through role 

play in session, not necessarily in reality)
⬥ Forgiveness (letting go)

Phase III – Consolidation and Resolution
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Dealing with Spiritual Issues (1)

⬥ All phases, but particularly Phases II and III 
⬥ Gradual, often difficult process
⬥ Allow helpee to set pace
⬥ Often are questions re: why God did not protect 

from the trauma (whether or not they are 
religious)
– See Langberg (2015)  

⬥ While they may sound like theological questions, 
they come out of deep pain and anguish
– Deal with the cry of the heart first, e.g., “It’s just so 

agonizing to try to understand why God didn’t stop the 
abuse even though you prayed so desperately that He 
would make it stop.”

⬥ Later on, discussing the theological issues could 
be appropriate, but that may take months or years
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Ritual Abuse/Mind Control/Cults
⬥ Healing more complicated if perpetrator 

groups have used mind control 
programming

⬥ Programming usually involves 
torture/inducing trauma

⬥ Trauma processing needs to be done 
around the programming

⬥ See chapter on ritual abuse and mind 
control in my husband’s and my edited 
book Treating Trauma in Christian 
Counseling 52



⬥ Nonreligious survivors usually still 
struggle with existential issues related to 
abuse which are ultimately spiritual in 
nature

⬥ In highly dissociative individuals, some 
parts of self may be religious or deeply 
spiritual while other parts of self may be 
the polar opposite

⬥ Necessity of being respectful of helpee’s 
spirituality, even if very different from 
your own

Other Situations

53



Forgiveness
⬥ Forgiving a perpetrator, either within or outside 

of the context of religion, can be beneficial to the 
victim’s healing process (Worthington, 2008; Worthington 
& Sandage, 2016)

⬥ in some Christian circles there is external 
pressure to prematurely offer forgiveness 
(Augsburger, 1981)

⬥ encourage clients in such circumstances to not 
attempt forgiveness until they have processed 
their trauma

⬥ educate about various types of forgiveness 
(Sells & Hervey, 2011) 
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FORGIVENESS ≠ RESTORATION
⬥ Restoration of relationship not usually 

possible, and perhaps not even safe, if 
there has been no repentance on part of 
abuser

⬥ True repentance rare
– When confronted perpetrators most often 

deny or minimize
– Tears are not necessarily evidence of 

remorse
⬥ Forgiveness possible, but a long 

process
⬥ Go at pace and initiation of counselee 55



Self-Forgiveness
⬥ Victims inevitably blame themselves for abuse

– Perpetrators explicitly or implicitly blame them
– Blaming themselves can give illusion of control
– Even if there is in actuality nothing for survivor to 

blame themselves for, encouraging self-forgiveness can 
be helpful

⬥ When victim has also perpetrated
– Often among last memories to become unblocked
– Related to idea of moral injury
– Self-hatred common
– If their religious framework involves a deity who offers 

forgiveness, remind them of that
– Self-forgiveness still often difficult
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Perspective-Taking
⬥ Difficulty in self-forgiveness is often through 

their lens as an adult
⬥ Homework Assignment: Go to a playground, or if 

have relationship with a young child, observe a 
child that is the age at which they were abused 
and/or perpetrated abuse
– Will be more likely to have compassion on that child
– Can increase self-compassion
– Use of parts-work to encourage adult part of self to 

interact with traumatized child parts
– Look for how that child was manipulated/lied 

to/tricked
– Internal re-parenting possible
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How Do I Support 
Someone Who Is Hurting? 

Teasi Cannon

Important Observations: 

 Survivors have been wounded in varying degrees at the 
hands of imposter or counterfeit spiritual authorities. 

 Their fear and confusion are real, but the object of 
the fear and confusion is a religious counterfeit. 

 This might be all they’ve ever known. 

 Fear of the counterfeit doesn’t change the fact that 
the spiritually wounded desperately need real biblical 
assistance … they need Jesus, the only Healer! 

Important Observations

 Helping the spiritually abused will likely involve multiple 
stages and multiple players. 

 First line care – usually a kind-hearted family member, 
friend, or lay person. 

 Trained professionals – therapists, counselors, pastors, 

 The Great Physician … the Real Jesus … the True 
Savior and Healer.   

1

2

3
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What is Our Role? 

 None of us is the Great Physician. None of us can heal 
the wounded. We are not Jesus. 

 Few of us are trained professionals. We are not 
professionally trained to deal with complex trauma or 
have biblical degrees or in-depth training. 

Most of us are the caring layperson, family member, or 
friend. Most of us are the first level line of care. 

How can we help as a layperson? 

We can’t help broken people in our own strength. 

We must know, trust, and love the Great Physician. 

We must get our own emotional needs met in Him

Three Simple Ways to Support the Hurting

Sit with them

Listen to them

Care for them 

4

5

6
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How Do We SIT with the Hurting? 

Get low – We must walk in humility 

 The work of healing broken hearts, binding up wounds, and 
redeeming tragedy is God’s not ours 

 Acknowledge and accept our proper role, abilities and 
limitations

How Do We SIT with the Hurting? 

 Be prepared to get messy 

 Pain is messy. Suffering isn’t polite. Bloody sheep 
don’t bleed pretty. 

 We must not judge their feelings and experiences or 
be easily offended. 

 We must extend massive grace. 

How Do We SIT with the Hurting? 

 Be prepared to stay put 

 Healing takes time 

 have good healthy boundaries with flexibility 

 Resist the urge to escape the uncomfortable

7

8
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How Do We LISTEN to the Hurting? 

 Seek to understand and not to be understood (not 
about us)

 Resist the urge to assess prematurely – be genuinely 

 Not the time to process our own feelings and issues

 Continue to read and study for personal knowledge

How Do We LISTEN to the Hurting? 

 Ask Spirit-led questions while resisting the urge to give 
answers

 Remember Job’s friends

 Job 42:7, God says: “I am angry with you [Eliphaz] 
and your two friends, because you have not spoken 
the truth about me.” 

How Do We LISTEN to the Hurting? 

 Be prepared to hear the story repeated multiple times

 Sometimes it takes multiple passes through the story to 
discover important details or to be able to finally see 
things as they are 

 Boldness and clarity often build with repetition. 

10

11

12
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How Do We CARE For the Hurting? 

We must have compassion – suffer with

 Latin root of compassion is “pati” = suffering

 Prefix “com” = with o

 When we care for the hurting, we must be willing to 
suffer with them just as Jesus did! 

How Do We CARE For the Hurting? 

 Help them define and sort through experiences and 
feelings

 It is often hard for a survivor to use the word “abuse.”

 Hurting people can tend to minimize and take the 
blame. 

 Victims of abuse sometimes hide their feelings out of 
shame or fear of rejection. 

Dr. Diane Langberg, Suffering and the Heart of God

You and I become the representative of 
God to the survivor. Our work is to teach in 
the seen that which is true in the unseen. 
Our words, tone of voice, actions, body 
movements, responses to rage, fear, and 
failure all become ways that the survivor 
learns about God. I believe the reputation 
of God himself is at stake in our lives. We are 
called to represent him well. 
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How Do We CARE For the Hurting? 

Model and speak the truth in love at the right time

 Dr. Diane Langberg-we are the representative of God to 
the survivor. 

 We must stay in God’s Word to know and reflect Him

 Survivors believe lies about God, others, and self 

 God is angry, distant and unloving

 Guilt says, “I’ve done something wrong,” but shame 
says, “I AM something wrong.” 

 Need truth about identity in Christ and the gift of 
repentance

How Do We CARE For the Hurting? 

 Help them learn to trust again

 Restore confidence in their own ability to know 
and discern truth 

 This includes truth about God 

 offer them a safe place to express doubts

 Be trustworthy 

 Maintain confidentiality 

Biblical Qualifications for Leadership

 A spiritual leader must not be arrogant or prideful (1 Timothy 
3:6, Titus 1:7, 2 Timothy 3:4)

 Should not be domineering or bullying-needing control or 
driving out those who disagree (3 John 1:9-10)

 Should be gentle and not have outbursts of anger, be quick-
tempered, or quarrelsome (1 Timothy 3:3, Titus 1:7)

 Should not be vindictive or unwilling to seek forgiveness for 
wrongs they’ve done (2 Timothy 3:3)

 Should obey Jesus and work to protect others from false and 
destructive religious leaders. (Titus 1:9-10)
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Our Great Desire

Our greatest desire is that hurting people would 
begin to trust that the True Jesus is safe. That He is 
Good. And that He will never hurt, leave, or forsake 
them. 

Ezekiel 34:7-10 

Therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD: As I 
live, declares the Lord GOD, surely because my sheep have 
become a prey, and my sheep have become food for all the 
wild beasts, since there was no shepherd, and because my 
shepherds have not searched for my sheep, but the 
shepherds have fed themselves, and have not fed my sheep, 
therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD:  Thus 
says the Lord GOD, Behold, I am against the shepherds, and I 
will require my sheep at their hand and put a stop to their 
feeding the sheep. No longer shall the shepherds feed 
themselves. I will rescue my sheep from their mouths, that 
they may not be food for them. 

Matthew 18:6

But whoever causes one of these little ones who believe 
in me to stumble, it would be better for him to have a 
great millstone fastened around his neck and to be 
drowned in the depth of the sea.
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Psalm 23

A Psalm of David. The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not 
want. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads 
me beside still waters. He restores my soul. He leads me in 
paths of righteousness for his name's sake. Even though I 
walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear 
no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they 
comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the 
presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my 
cup overflows. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the 
LORD forever. 

Recommended Resources

 Suffering and the Heart of God: How Trauma Destroys 
and Christ Restores by Dr. Diane Langberg

 Redeeming Power: Understanding Authority and Abuse 
in the Church by Dr. Diane Langberg

 The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse: Recognizing & 
Escaping Spiritual Manipulation and False Spiritual 
Authority Within the Church by David Johnson & Jeff 
VanVonderen

 Something’s Not Right: Decoding the Hidden Tactics of 
Abuse and Freeing Yourself from Its Power by Wade 
Mullen
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When ‘Church’ and ‘Community’ Become Triggers
Mary Jo Sharp, Houston Baptist University

I. My Story
A. If I could sum up my story in one thought or sentence:

"Jesus is ideal and wonderful, but you Christians -- you are not like him."
Source - Jones, E. Stanley. The Christ of the Indian Road, New York: The
Abingdon Press,1925. (Page 114)

B. The Church
1) First-time church attendance should come with a disclaimer. Churches could post a

sign or place fine print at the bottom of the bulletin: “Church attendance may cause extreme
discomfort. Side effects of interactions with humans include, but are not limited to, doubt, anger,
disappointment, and disillusionment.”1

2) My husband and I became involved in youth ministry (education majors)
a. That’s where I saw so much of the ugly of church life…in ministry
b. Which, in general, led to a church experience that wasn’t life-giving nor

redemptive

C. Part of the reason it was difficult to be in community was my distrust of people in the church
1) Began to wonder if any of them really believed in God, or the Bible
2) Distrust transferred over to my belief in God

D. But there was a problem for me in all of this mess of the church
1) I realized I couldn’t base my judgment of the truth of Christianity on the hypocrisy of

the believers; couldn’t be the litmus test
2) I had to discover what I believed was actually true: is Christianity true or not

II. The Problem of Evil
A. If God is good why is there evil in the world?

1) It’s a philosophical and theological argument that explores the areas of suffering and
pain in this world

2) When God made us in his own image one of the areas in which we have a reflection of
Him is in freedom to make real choices with real consequences; our lives have
meaning

3) We have used that gift of freedom to do things that are not good, in other words, evil,
which has brought destruction and devastation into our world

B. Human beings will fail me in every way possible…because that is what people do
1) “There is no one who does good, not even one.” Romans 3:12
2) People are going to be this way in church community or out of church community—

and whether they are Christian or not

1 Mary Jo Sharp. Why I Still Believe. Zondervan, 2019.
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C. Jesus taught me a realistic outlook in a world full of evil
1) Luke 6:27-28, 31-32
2) While acknowledging human evil, still emphasizes living redemptively

D. The Problem of Evil and atheism
1) What does atheism say about the concepts of good and evil?

a. Dawkins quote: “The universe we observe has precisely the properties we
should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil, no
good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.…”2

b. “some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, and
you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice”3

c. In short form, good and evil do not exist

2) Atheism didn’t make sense of my experience
a. Doesn’t our use of “suffering” “pain” “abuse” imply that this is not the way

things are supposed to be? That there is a way that is good or better?
b. But in an atheist framework, this world, as we experience it, is just the way

things are; there’s no grounding for saying anything is evil or wrong

3) What does Christianity say about the concepts of good and evil?
a. These are real things
b. Evil is not the way it’s supposed to be
c.  Christianity provides a basis for these concepts, but also provides real hope

4) But I cannot have it both ways
a. I couldn’t walk away from Christianity and retain the Christian philosophical

framework without being intellectually dishonest
b. To leave my Christianity behind wasn’t just stepping into a “void” or a lack of

belief…I would be changing my belief system to something else

III. What to do with the knowledge I’ve gained?

A. Live in the tension of the beauty of salvation alongside the ugliness of human hypocrisy
1) Jesus’ sermon on the Mount
2) I have to grow in wisdom about my trust, and remember that while we were still

sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5:8)
B. Daniel Taylor:  “…the church is still the primary instrument of God’s work on earth.”4

© Mary Jo Sharp, 2021. Material may not be reproduced in whole or in part without express written consent
of the author.

4 Daniel Taylor. The Myth of Certainty: The Reflective Christian and the Risk of Commitment (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1992), 108.

3 Ibid.

2 Richard Dawkins. River Out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (New York: Basic Books, 1995), 133.
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Douglas Groothuis, Ph.D., Professor of Philosophy, Denver Seminary 
DouglasGroothuis.com   

Can We Trust God? 

 Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and lean not on your own 
understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your 

paths straight (Proverbs 3:5-6). 

I. A Good God and Bad World  

A. My story of lament and trust 

1. Rebecca Merrill Groothuis (1954-2018), author, editor, poet, 
singer, my wife (1984-2018) 

2. Her dementia and our lament 

3. Trusting God while walking through twilight 

4. Becky: “But is it true”? 

B. Your story: religious abuse, physical suffering, relational 
breakdown, and more 

“Each heart knows its own bitterness, and no one shares its joy” 
(Proverbs 24:10). 
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C. We can trust God based on reasons to believe he is there, he 
exists objectively, factually 

D. We can trust God because of his character and track record 

II. God is There 

A. Our concept of God: all-good and all-powerful Creator 

1. Where did this come from, given a world so often so painful? 

2. God’s revelation in nature (Romans 1:18-21) 

B. Scientific confirmation for the beginning of the universe 

1. Whatever begins to exist has a cause (philosophical 
principle) 

2. The universe began to exist at the Big Bang (or singularity) 

3. Therefore (a): The universe had a cause of its existence 

4. Therefore (b): That cause is a timeless, spaceless, vastly 
powerful being (God) 

C. Scientific confirmation of a designed universe 
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1. Anthropic coincidences: laws, proportions, and constants 
that have to be just right for there to be embodied life 

2. These are too improbable to be here by chance. 

3. They give strong evidence of a Designer who chose them to 
be what they are in order to allow for embodied life 

D. There is scientific/philosophical evidence for a Creator-
Designer God. 

III. God is Good, Loving, and Trustworthy 

A. The moral argument shows that God is the source of all 
morality and is perfectly good. See Book 1 of Mere Christianity 
by C. S. Lewis. 

1. If there is no God, there are no moral absolutes. We would 
live in an undesigned, uncreated and amoral world. 

2. There are moral absolutes (such as “Murder is wrong”) 

3. Therefore, God exists as the support for these moral 
absolute. By modus ponens. 

B. Consider the Bible 
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1. If a personal and powerful God exists, he may reveal himself 
to us in history and in writing. We should investigate. 

2. This is what the Bible claims  

a. The Holy Scriptures…are able to make you wise for 
salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is 
God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 
correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the 
servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every 
good work (2 Timothy 3:15-17). 

b. Bible is accurately transmitted over time; written by 
people in the know; and has provided wisdom to millions 
for over two thousand years. We can trust it. 

c. About Jesus Christ in history 

1. The Word [God] became flesh and made his dwelling 
among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one 
and only Son, who came from the Father, full of 
grace and truth (John 1:14; see 1:1-3). 

2. Christ came to earth to reveal God to us 
No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, 
who is himself God andis in closest relationship with 
the Father, has made him known (John 1:18). 
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3. Christ lived, suffered, and died to redeem us and to 
give us hope. 

He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so 
that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; “by 
his wounds you have been healed.” For “you were like 
sheep going astray,” but now you have returned to the 
Shepherd and Overseer of your souls (1 Peter 2:24-25). 

4. Jesus died for us and rose from the dead to vindicate 
his mission and give us a living hope. 

But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through 
our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. 
Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to 
the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor 
in the Lord is not in vain (1 Corinthians 15:57-58). 

d. The trusting life with Jesus 

1. We can lament, as Jesus did on the cross: “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me” (Matthew 27:46). 

2. We can live without knowing why some evils occur 
(Deuteronomy 29:29; Ecclesiastes 8:17-18; Romans 
11:33-36) 

3. We can trust God and still doubt, question, wonder, 
and be upset with God 
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4. Learn to trust and serve God in the community of a 
biblical, loving, and gentle church (Hebrews 10:25). 

Perhaps visit a church attended by a trusted friend 

IV. From Lament to Happiness 

A. Walking with Becky, losing Becky 

B. Knowing Becky’s status with Christ, which is far better than her 
life on earth (Philippians 1:23). 

C. Finding happiness in a new marriage and new life: I time to 
mourn, a time to dance (Ecclesiastes 3:1-4). 

Related Reading 

1. Michael Card, A Sacred Sorrow: Reaching out to God in the Lost 
Language of Lament (NavPress, 2005). 

2. Douglas Groothuis, Christian Apologetics: A Comprehensive Case 
for Biblical Faith (InterVarsity Pres, 2011). Supports the 
arguments for God’s existence, the reliability of the Bible, and the 
work of Christ.  

3. Douglas Groothuis, Walking through Twilight: A Wife’s Illness—A 
Philosopher’s Lament (InterVarsity, 2017). 

4. Lee Stroble, The Case for Christ (Zondervan, 1998). 

5. Lee Stroble, The Case for a Creator (Zondervan, 2004). See the 
DVD of this name as well (Illustra Media). 

Music: 

Michael Card, “The Hidden Face of God” (Discovery House Music, 2006). 
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Delivered Conference 

How to Recognize False Teachings 

Speaker: Kevin B. Santiago 

Speaker Notes 

“If we find ourselves with a desire that nothing in this world can satisfy, the most 
probable explanation is that we were made for another world.”  

― C.S. Lewis 

1. 5 Tools to Recognize False Teaching 

1. Know Your Bible 

According to the State of the Bible 2020 Report, US adults who say they read the 
Bible daily lowered from 14 percent to 9 percent in a Barna Group and American 
Bible Society (ABS) survey.  1

a. Temptation of Jesus 

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, left the Jordan and was led by the Spirit into the 
wilderness, 2 where for forty days he was tempted[a] by the devil. He ate nothing 

during those days, and at the end of them he was hungry. 
3 The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become 

bread.” 
4 Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread alone.’” 

 See Christianity Today Article “Bible Reading Drops During Social Distancing”1
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–Luke 4:1-4  2

b. Root your beliefs in Scripture 

Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. 

–Psalm 119:105, ESV  

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 
training in righteousness, 17 so that the servant of God[a] may be thoroughly 

equipped for every good work. 

–2 Timothy 3:16-17  

c. Note about Biblical Interpretation 

“We invariably bring to the text all that we are, with all of our experiences, 
culture, and prior understandings of words and ideas.” 

Gordon D. Fee & Douglas Stuart, How to read the Bible for all its worth 

2. Ask the Holy Spirit for Guidance 

If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God,a who gives generously to all 
without finding fault, and it will be given to you.b 

–James 1:5 
a. Pray For Conviction 

 Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture references are taken from the NIV11.2
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Even if I caused you sorrow by my letter,a I do not regret it. Though I did regret it—
I see that my letter hurt you, but only for a little while— 9 yet now I am happy, not 
because you were made sorry, but because your sorrow led you to repentance. For 
you became sorrowful as God intended and so were not harmed in any way by us. 

10 Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvationa and leaves no regret, 
but worldly sorrow brings death. 

–2 Corinthians 7:8-10 

Pray before reading the Bible: “Lord protect my mind. Help me to discern your 
truth. Convict me if I am going astray” 

3. Identify the Fruit (Galatians 5) 

a. Fruits of the Spirit 

The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. 

–Galatians 5:22-23 

b. Fruits of the Flesh 

Hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and 
envy; drunkenness 

–Galatians 5:20-2 

c. A sense of life 
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The teaching of the wise is a fountain of life, turning a person from the snares of 
death. 
–Proverbs 13:14 

d. Put It to the Test – In Judges 6-9, Gideon asked 
God for confirmation 

4. Live in Community 

Not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near. 

–Hebrews 10:25, ESV  

5. Listen Intently and Ask Questions 
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Recommended Resource: How to Read the Bible For All Its Worth by Gordon D. 
Fee and Douglas Stuart
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Red Flags of Unhealthy Leadership
Naomi Wright

naomiwrightministries.com

Opening:
- Unhealthy experiences exist on a spectrum: all points lead to confusion, distrust, loss, and

oftentimes, a misunderstanding of Christ.
- 3 Areas of hope for this presentation:

1. For those who have suffered: Hope for clarity on what happened, including why it
was wrong & what is actually true.

2. For those who are currently involved in an unhealthy situation: Hope for
recognition of the red flags present and motivation to take the next step for safety.

3. For those who have never had an unhealthy religious experience: Hope for
education to recognize red flags so that you never experience such harm in the
future.

-     Red flags of unhealthy leadership have been categorized into 3 groups:
-     Leaders
- Groups
- Theology

- This presentation includes key points and is not exhaustive.
- This presentation is intended to be a resource to refer back to, not for you to fully

remember or memorize.

Leadership:
1. Be Afraid

- Fear based leadership: the leaders get power by creating a culture in which others
are afraid of them.

- 1 John 4:18: There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear
has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.
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2. Don’t Ask
- Your motives are questioned when you ask questions or your spirituality is

questioned, i.e. Am I truly God’s child if I don’t simply just know the answer?
- Matthew 11:2-6: When John, who was in prison, heard about the deeds of the

Messiah, he sent his disciples to ask him, “Are you the one who is to come, or
should we expect someone else?” Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what
you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy
are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed
to the poor. Blessed is anyone who does not stumble on account of me.”

3. Just Obey
- Exercise and demand for control over lifestyle.
- Jesus furthered the freedom to choose. He became the atoning sacrifice we

needed, which fulfilled the requirements of the OT law.
- Marriage:

- 1 Corinthians 7:7: I wish that all of you were as I am. But each of
you has your own gift from God; one has this gift, another has that.

- Finances:
- 2 Corinthians 8:3-5: For they gave according to their means, as I

can testify, and beyond their means, of their own accord, begging
us earnestly for the favor of taking part in the relief of the saints—
and this, not as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the
Lord and then by the will of God to us.

- Vocation:
- Matthew 28:19-20: Therefore go and make disciples of all nations,

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end
of the age.

- Sabbath:
- Romans 14:5 One person considers one day more sacred than

another; another considers every day alike. Each of them should be
fully convinced in their own mind.

- Diet:
- Acts 10:11-15: He saw heaven opened and something like a large

sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. It contained all
kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles and birds. Then a
voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” “Surely not, Lord!”
Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.”

88



The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything
impure that God has made clean.”

4. Be Quick About It
- Speed: Quick doctrine, quick baptism, quick severing of ties, rapid information to

the point of causing an inability to process what is being said/required.
- Example of Jesus with his disciples: Simon Peter and Andrew were the first called

by Jesus, then proceeded to be with him for his approximate 3-year ministry. For
3 years, Jesus taught them and answered their questions, as they questioned who
Jesus was. This wasn’t quick...it wasn’t rushed...it was very relational.

5. In or Out
- Pressure to commit.
- Again, Jesus didn’t rush people. He offered invitations and welcomed those who

desired to know him. He didn’t require blind commitments. Please see above
reference.

Group: These build on one another.
1. Siege Mentality: Everyone is against us.

- Feeling like you have to keep secrets.
- Even if we are being persecuted, we should not fear persecution, because to live is

Christ and to die is gain (Philippians 1:21).
- This leads to one of two responses (#2):

2. Seek or Avoid: Seeks persecution or hides out to avoid the world.
- Seek: Aggressive behavior.
- Avoid: Isolating behavior.
- This results in #3:

3. Shunning: Established distrust.
- Definition: Persistently avoid, ignore, or reject (someone or something) through

strong dislike/aversion or caution.
- Significant losses from the group if you leave (demand for loyalty).

4. Scriptural response to #1-3:
- Mark 12:31: Love your neighbor as yourself. Greatest command secondary to

loving God with all of ourselves.

Theology:
1. Special Revelation
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- Scripture means what it means. The Bible is living, so to speak, as in it applies
to every culture, in every location, in every generation.

- It does not mean that you can change what it meant back when it was
written.

- It does mean that the original written intent applies to you right now.

2. False Prophecies
- Hide or change past false prophecies when something becomes too controversial

or is proven wrong.
- Matthew 24:23-24: At that time if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the

Messiah!’ or, ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. For false messiahs and false
prophets will appear and perform great signs and wonders to deceive, if
possible, even the elect. See, I have told you ahead of time.

3. Unseen Christ
- He has returned but not everyone knows it.
- EVERYONE WILL KNOW IT.

- Revelation 1:7: Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see
him, even those who pierced him; and all peoples on earth will mourn
because of him. So shall it be! Amen.

4. End Times
- Preoccupation with the end times, i.e. predicting when Jesus will return.

- Matthew 24:36: But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the
angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.

- This preoccupation can lead to a lack of investment in life now:
- 1 Thessalonians 510b-12: Yet we urge you, brothers and sisters, to do so

more and more, and to make it your ambition to lead a quiet life: You
should mind your own business and work with your hands, just as we told
you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that
you will not be dependent on anybody.

5. Simplify the Trinity
- Modalism: The doctrine that the persons of the Trinity represent only three modes

or aspects of the divine revelation, not distinct and coexisting persons in the
divine nature.

- Scripture supports 3 distinct and coexisting persons within the divine nature.
- Matthew 3:13-17: As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the

water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God
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descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven
said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”

6. Lost Salvation
- Minor differences in theology are elevated into reasons to lose your salvation.

- John 14:6: Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No
one comes to the Father except through me.”

- Romans 10:9: Because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord
and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved.

Closing:
- Not all of the red flags discussed need to be present for you to have concern.
- There are countless healthy Christians out there in the world.

- Yes–they mess up, but when approached they will apologize, correct their
mistake, and seek genuine change.

- Please know, when we seek and find the truth of who God is and what his love really
looks like, everything begins to change.
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