
The Least of These: The Urgent Need for ELCA Seminaries to Prepare

Called Workers to Minister to Survivors of Abuse and Develop

Trauma-Informed Congregations

Introduction: ELCA assembly resolution on child abuse

[1] At the 2022 ELCA Churchwide Assembly held in Columbus, Ohio, the delegates approved the

Memorials Committee’s recommendation that “the Church Council consider authorizing development of

a social message on child abuse and protection.”[1]

[2] In recommending this action, the ELCA Memorials Committee acknowledged “there has been no

comprehensive address or guidance across the ELCA” on responding to child abuse and that it “seems

clear that few rostered ministers or congregations are aware of or require best practices.”[2] The

committee noted that “‘safe church’ policies are rare in congregations” and that it is “unlikely that most

congregations require background checks for lay staff and volunteers even though many belong to the

category of mandated reporters.”[3] Equally concerning, the committee concluded:

Even fewer rostered ministers and congregations are prepared to respond to child abuse taking

place in homes. It is an interesting question, for instance, what percentage of seminarians have

received education on recognizing and responding to child abuse, including appropriate spiritual

care? Likewise, how many rostered ministers have received continuing education on child

maltreatment?[4]

“Based on the sporadic address and minimal resources” within the ELCA,” the Memorials Committee

concluded, “there seems to be a clear need for addressing as a church the matter of child abuse and

childhood protection.”[5]

[3] If the ELCA is going to improve its response to child abuse, reform must begin at the seminary level.

Simply put, seminaries must prepare pastors, deacons and other called workers to engage theologically

on this subject, to implement best practices for child protection policies, to address the spiritual needs of

survivors, and to meet national standards for a trauma-informed community.

The view of Lutheran parishioners on church preparedness to respond to child abuse

[4] In a 2019 national survey of Protestant church goers, only 45% of Lutheran congregants said their

church is “willing to correctly address sexual misconduct that may occur in the church even if it costs the

church or hurts its image.”[6] When asked how they would respond if someone accused their pastor of

sexual misconduct, only 57% of Lutherans said they would “want the victim protected.”[7] Only 10% of

Lutherans said they had heard a sermon addressing sexual assault or sexual violence in the past year—

which was less than Pentecostals (25%), non-denominational churches (22%), and Baptists (21%).[8] Only

51% of Lutherans consider their church “very prepared” to protect children from sexual abuse and only

35% of Lutherans believe their church is better prepared to protect children than it was 10 years ago.[9]

Less than half of Lutheran congregants (47%) strongly agree that their church is a good place for a child

sexual abuse victim to find healing.[10]

The urgent need for the ELCA to improve its response to child abuse

[5] As the ELCA contemplates improving its response to child abuse, it is important to firmly grasp the

extent of child abuse within our churches and communities and the devasting impact of this sin. It is also

critical to understand the number of persons who are leaving our churches as a result of our failure to

address child maltreatment.
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[6] The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and Kaiser Permanente conducted massive research

on the prevalence of abuse and other adverse childhood experiences (ACE) among the U.S. population.

 According to this research, 28% of women and 16% of men were sexually abused as children, 28% of

adults were beaten as children to the point of receiving injuries, 13% witnessed their mother being

violently treated,[12] 11% were emotionally abused and 10% were physically neglected.  All totaled,

more than 60% of adults have been subjected to at least one ACE.

Physical and emotional impact of child maltreatment

[7] Children or adults who have endured adverse experiences are more likely to suffer from depression,

anxiety, or alcohol or drug abuse; to have difficulty controlling their anger; to engage in risky sexual

behavior and to become pregnant before leaving high school.  A high ACE score also increases the risk

of myriad diseases, such as cancer, because childhood trauma increases the risk of smoking or other

behaviors that may result in disease and because the victim’s immune system is weakened, thus

impairing the ability to fight disease.

The spiritual impact of child abuse

[8] In an American Psychological Association review of 34 peer-reviewed studies involving more than

19,000 victims of child abuse, scholars noted that most of these studies found that child abuse impacted

the faith of the victims, often by damaging the victims’ view of and relationship with God.

[9] At the same time, there is a significant and growing body of research finding spirituality is one of the

most important sources of resilience for victims of child abuse.  Two scholars summarize the research:

The research around religious and spiritual coping shows strong and convincing relationships

between psychological adjustment and physical health following trauma. Spirituality provides a

belief system and sense of divine connectedness that helps give meaning to the traumatic

experience and has been shown over and over to aid in the recovery process.

The exodus of survivors of abuse from the Christian community

[10] In the Protestant community, 5% of congregants have left a church because of the failure to respond

appropriately to sexual misconduct, and 10% of adults below the age of 35 have left a congregation for

the same reason.  Commenting on the departure of so many survivors of abuse from the Christian

church, Mary DeMuth writes “we are experiencing a shameful exodus of the very people who could offer

the world the kind of authentic, raw hope the next generation craves and needs…The abused are our

tutors, but we’ve expelled them.”

Implementing seminary reform

[11] Every ELCA seminary should have a required course on child abuse[22] or else include a module on

child abuse in each existing course. For instance, a course on Christian history could address the church’s

response to maltreatment,[23] a course on preaching could discuss how to give a sermon on child abuse,

a course on the Lutheran Confessions could address child abuse in the life of Martin Luther and the

influence of this experience on his theology,[24] and a course on pastoral care can include a module on

trauma informed spiritual care.[25] A course on ethics can include a module on the obligation to report

abuse to the authorities even if obtained in the confessional.[26] Every future church leader should

graduate from seminary knowing best practices for child protection policies[27] as well as it what it

means to be a trauma informed church.[28]

Scholarly support for theological engagement with the topic of child abuse

[12] The need for theological engagement with the topic of child abuse is increasingly finding its way into

the academic literature. In one recent analysis of the child sexual abuse scandal within the Catholic

church, two scholars write:

[W]e must resist the understandable temptation to suggest that the primary way of responding to

Catholic sexual abuse ought to be the implementation of safeguards for children, at least as that

has been understood in the U.S. The only way to adequately address the causes and legacies of

clergy sexual abuse is through deep and sustained structural and theological reform.[29]

[13] Similarly, scholars analyzing the child sexual abuse scandal within the Southern Baptist (SBC)

Convention, the nation’s largest Protestant denomination, have noted the role poor theology played in

perpetuating, even expanding the number of children abused.[30] Commenting on the SBC response to

child abuse, Russell Moore takes issue with those who responded to this crisis as “an irrational sweep

into a secular #MeToo moment” or who “suggested that the church should not concern itself with

questions of ‘justice.’”  Instead, Moore writes:

[11]

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

[17]

[18]

[19]

[20]

[21]

[31]
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What we must learn from all of this is that the issue of predators in the church is not a secondary

one. Churches must not simply brush up their policies or pay fleeting attention to the issue because

of the cultural moment. This is a primary issue, one that Jesus himself warned us about from the

very beginning.

[14] There is an emerging “child theology” movement focusing on the moral obligation to care for the

children God has entrusted to us.[33] A trauma-informed pastor can draw out many critical lessons from

the sacred texts that can benefit those who have been maltreated and call to repentance those who

inflict harm. Describing the church’s failure to preach on the many accounts of abuse in the Bible, and

the impact of her own discovery of these texts, one survivor writes:

It is not as if sexual abuse is new to Christianity. Indeed, the Bible includes many texts in which rape

and sexual abuse are explicit, and other texts where such behavior is implied. Yet such texts rarely

find themselves included in lectionaries, or when they are, the abuse tends to be overlooked by

preachers by placing the focus elsewhere. As a result, for people of faith these texts told stories

with which they might resonate, but they are texts which are unfamiliar. Discovering these biblical

texts for myself was in some ways a #MeToo moment, in that I saw myself not on the periphery of

the faithful but as one whose experiences were shared with the women and men of faith recorded

in Scripture.

[15] Professor Beth Crisp contends the “church needs theologians to actively engage with the theological

questions of those who sit in the pews and may have no formal theological education.”  To this end,

she quotes former Anglican bishop Alison Taylor who said, “Ordinary non-academic Christians need to

hear how they can place the tragedy of institutional child sexual abuse in churches into the story of God

and his people and their ways in the world.”

[16] Bishop Taylor’s comments about fitting experiences of child abuse “into the story of God” is an

astute observation that has support in research. As a result of abuse, memories of trauma may not be

encoded like other memories but are “frozen and wordless.”  When survivors of trauma were asked to

describe their experiences while receiving an MRI, researchers found the speech areas of the brain were

impacted, thus impairing the ability to “put thoughts and feelings into words.”  Since it is “difficult for

survivors to make meaning of their trauma because of the non-narrative, plot-less form their memories

take,”  it is possible that sermons about “the story of Jesus, his death and resurrection” can provide a

framework for processing experiences of abuse and to aid in healing or otherwise coping with trauma.

[17] Professor Crisp writes:

One of the powerful moments in dealing with my own experiences of sexual abuse came as I

listened to the passion narrative on Palm Sunday more than 20 years ago…The abuse suffered by

Jesus was not the same as what I had endured, but at the time I could see in him an ally who

understood some of the consequences of sexual abuse. In particular, Jesus was someone who had

experienced repeated rejection and denial of his humanity, rather than being treated with the

respect which one might contend is a human right.

 If, though, the “stories of God” are to be helpful and not triggering to survivors, pastors will need to grow

their knowledge of trauma research and incorporate these studies into how they speak of abuse. This

may include providing congregants with a warning when a sermon may include graphic content and to

be ready to provide support when delivering a sermon that addresses child abuse or other difficult

subjects.

Trauma-informed congregations

[18] If seminaries were to take the lead in teaching child theology to future pastors, deacons and other

called workers, additional child protection reforms would naturally fall into place. This is because we

would no longer implement policies or other reforms merely to avoid a lawsuit or bad press, but because

caring for the “least of these” is central to our understanding of what it means to be a Christian.  Even

so, seminaries must aid these reforms by teaching future called workers nationally recognized standards

for becoming a trauma-informed community.[44] Unless and until that happens, we will continue to see

survivors of abuse leave our congregations while offenders remain emboldened to prey on the

vulnerable.[45]

Conclusion

[19] Jesus told his followers that children are messengers of God and that our treatment of children

speaks volumes about our true attitude toward our creator (Mark 9:36-37). At the 2022 assembly, the

ELCA recognized it has fallen well short of adhering to Christ’s command to care for hurting children.

[32]
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However, the true benchmark of repentance is not simply recognizing our sin but demonstrating

repentance through actions.[46] If the ELCA hopes to become a trauma-informed community for

survivors of child abuse, the seminaries must assume a leadership role in reform.
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