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Section 16 
 

Responding to survivors 
 
The sense of healing from the pain and trauma of abuse is important for people who have 
experienced abuse and those who seek to minister alongside them have a potentially important role 
to play in providing support in this. Every individual’s journey is unique to them, and the things that 
are important, that help them and that provide them with hope and sustenance will be different in 
every case. 

Some survivors of abuse have experienced further trauma when they have sought help in their 
healing journey. In some cases, and possibly with the best of intentions, people in churches have 
attempted to impose healing rituals or prayers on the person seeking help. Imposing anything or 
mistaking acquiescence for informed consent is always inappropriate, lacking in compassion and 
understanding and has the potential to re-traumatise an individual since it fails to recognise the 
importance of ensuring they have control over what happens to them, how they might be touched 
and by whom. On rare occasions further abusive acts have also occurred from the person seeking 
to offer care or healing. 

However, for many the church has an important role to play in helping survivors process and 
understand what has happened and help with their healing journey. Good practice in pastoral care 
and guidelines in safeguarding need to apply to all situations where healing prayer, healing practices 
and deliverance ministry are offered in church life. The quality of pastoral care, personal conduct 
and ministry in these circumstances needs to be of the highest standard. 

Sometimes those who have been abused have, within a church context, been urged to forgive 
unconditionally as if this was the right thing to do. Some Christian leaders have also explicitly or 
implicitly suggested that a victim of abuse has failed in some way if they do not forgive his/her abuser. 
This reflects poor theology, is extremely poor practice and serves only to further traumatise the 
individual. Forgiveness, like an individual’s healing journey, is a personal matter. Whether or not the 
person chooses to forgive their abuser is a matter for that individual alone and they should not be 
judged nor found wanting, whatever their decision. For some it will be an important aspect of their 
healing, it may bring them peace and a sense of closure. For others forgiveness will not be something 
that they feel they need to do. They may, in any case, feel that the abuser has not shown remorse 
and cannot be forgiven, or that it is not down to them to forgive, but is a matter for God to forgive. 

Whatever the survivors approach to forgiveness they should receive compassion and support for 
their individual choice. 

Be mindful of the needs of survivors to meet away from church related surroundings and the choice 
of where to disclose should be considered carefully. 

Organisations specialising in offering support to survivors of abuse are listed in Annex 1. 
 
 
Supporting Survivors 
 
Where survivors are asked to engage in internal processes such as giving evidence at tribunals, it is 
important that they are offered support at every level. Should they be requested to attend a tribunal 
they should be given the opportunity to take a supporter with them and to have their needs met. 
They should be protected from direct contact with their abuser or alleged abuser at any such 
meetings, unless they specifically request otherwise. 

The welfare needs of the survivors throughout these processes should be paramount and their 
needs discussed at the outset. 
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Supporting Workers 
 
The church has a unique opportunity to offer sensitive pastoral ministry to all who are involved in 
abuse cases. When, in a case of suspected abuse, the safety of the individual has been assured, it is 
vital that the church creates structures whereby workers can be counselled and supported. 
Providing pastoral ministry takes skill and is complex and demanding work and the stress of providing 
this over a protracted period, such as a court case, should not be underestimated. Those 
undertaking it will need support, and possibly professional advice, guidance and possibly counselling 
and this should be made available on request. 
 
 

End 


