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has taught me lessons about growing in the midst of pain. 
Healing isn’t as easy as replacing old ground with new ter-
ritory. We have to work with what we have, and some roots 
and structures are not going anywhere, so we learn to grow 
beauty around them. Recovery is like that, k ’s^not a strict 
replacement of parts— a new piece in place of the broken 
piece. It’s more like taking a feature that by itself is ugly 
and unwanted but is repurposed when placed within a larger 
context of beauty.

Seeing and cultivating beauty also has preventative pow-
ers. Ih e  more acquainted you become with authentic beamy. 
the more quickly you can identify fraudulent beauty. You can 
sense that something’s not right because you have a better 
sejnse of what is right.

And that’s when you can become a true advocate for 
change.

Bu i ld ing  a Safe C o m m u n i ty

Abuse is not someone else’s personal and private matter 
that we can ignore out of a concern for minding our own 
business, nor is it a matter to be only attended to by a 
select few in leadership positions. Abuse is_a community 
concern. Therefore, the question must be asked of each 
of us: In what ways am I  perpetuating an abusive culture 
through my silence or tacit endorsement o f those who are in 
the wrong? It is not a question of simple beliefs or values 
but a question of practice. Practically speaking, what kind
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of people should we be once a secret is out? Do we ignore 
what is behind the curtain because we want the show to go 
on? How long do we continue to provide abusers with the 
very things they use deception to gain? Do we keep handing 
them our money? Keep sitting at their feet? Keep follow-
ing their lead? Is all the grief over the abuse simply to end 
in strong statements of condemnation, conferences, and 
prayers? Is there nothing that can be done, as well as said? 
What can we expect, beyond words, that can assure us of 
the sincerity of the community’s newfound resolve to end 
abuse? One action might surpass them all. And it is this: 
tp open all the windows of the darkened house until every 
nook and cranny is covered in light so that all the damage 
can be seen. It is to surrender to that light, even if it means 
there will be no possibility of retaining or regaining legiti-
macy. It is to put every possible contributing factor on the 
table for inspection, even the system itself, and to be will-
ing to recognize that perhaps it cannot be fixed and that 
something new must be created in its place.

Recall the image I presented in chapter 5 of the lamb 
caught in a thicket who does not receive the help it needs 
from the shepherds walking by. It’s not just the powerful 
friends and allies of the abuser who often fail to reach into 
the thicket to rescue the lamb. Those of us who come to 
learn of the plight of the victim must consider our own 
responsibility in that moment. When we hear the cry of 
the victim and the deceptive pleas of the abuser— are we 
honest and sincere about who we choose to gather around
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and why? Our response reveals whose voice we honor more. 
Consider these words from Judith Herman: “It is very 
tempting to take the side of the perpetrator. All the per-
petrator asks is that the bystander do nothing. He appeals 
to the universal desire to see, hear, and speak no evil. The 
victim, on the contrary, asks the bystander to share the bur-
den of pain. The victim demands action, engagement, and 
remembering.”1

People often defend their silence by saying, “I don’t want 
to take sides.” More often than not, that is simply an excuse 
for not pursuing truth. Who do we usually hear that from? 
The leadership attempting to maintain order. And even 
after the truth has been established, those who chose not 
to pursue the truth often want to remain neutral. But there 
is 1̂ .0  remaining neutral. Bystanders must take sides, either 
to be arrive suppor te rs  of the wounded or to actively turn 
their backs. There is only deception and truth. People who 
choose to remain neutral are giving safe passage to lies. Elie 
ACoM^towerfu 11 y said, “I swore never to be silent whenever 
and wherever human beings endure suffering and humili- 
ation. We must take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, 
never the victim. Silence encourages the tormenter, never 
the tormented.”2

A practical way that bystanders can support victims 
through action is by calling the community to conduct an 
independent investigation, allowing an outside group of 
trained, trauma-informed professionals to unearth what is 
buried and present what is true. When crimes are involved,
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this investigation should be led by law enforcement. Outside 
investigators, whether law enforcement or other profession-
als, can help an organization define the problem accurately.

Sometimes supporting the victim means immediately 
withdrawing support from those who have vet to speak the 
truth about the abuse and refuse to allow light to shine. 
This might seem harsh or an overreaction, but consider 
what it communicates to the watching victims when they 
see people gathering around the people who wounded 
them— to see them giving money to the institution, using 
their services, applauding their efforts, and endorsing their I 
legitimacy. Consider also what it communicates to the pub-
lic. Your participation signals to others that this is a safe 
place.

Elizabeth Heyrick believes that “we furnish the stimulant 
to . . . injustice . . . by purchasing its produce.”3 I agree. 
Many people want to continue to enjoy what the abusive 
community produces— things like teachings, works of art, 
or services. By doing so, they provide the nourishment that 
the abusive community needs to grow stronger. It will con-
tinue to fine its pockets with the profits, continue to lead 
with fists that harm, and continue to invent lies with its 
tongue. Sometimes a decision to withdraw support is nec-
essary to empty its pockets, pry open its fists, and silence 
its tongue. This is good not only for the oppressed but also 
for the oppressor who remains locked in the prison of their 
deception.

Others may say, “Well, it’s going to take time, so we need
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to be patient.” Again, who usually says that? T he people in 
power. Yes, healing does take time. But that’s not what the 
immediate need is. Once the truth is established, those in 
the wrong must repent— must turn, must acknowledge their 
specific actions, must recognize the specific wounds caused, 
and must ask for forgiveness. And that can be done immedi-
ately without needing the approval of legal and public rela-
tions teams. The victims deserve, and therefore bystanders 
ought to demand, immediate truth seeking and truth telling. 
If leadership is governed by truth and not by deception, then 
they will seek and speak the truth ria matter the cost, and 
iflthat cost entails lawsuits, falling attendance, or even shut- 
taring the doors of the institution, thgp it is worth the cost, 
because the establishment of truth will always matter more
than our establishments.

£ __________________ __________ _____________

_ One example of this fearless truth seeking is a school I’ll
call “Monroe University.” Monroe University wanted to dis-
cover how people of color on their campus were being treated. 
A few professors and students had individually brought up 
concerns through an anonymous survey that they didn’t feel 
the university treated people of color with equity. Rather 
than file the concerns away as misguided or disruptive, the 
administration .hired an outside independent organization to 
conduct a campus-wide assessment. There were no specific 
allegations of discrimination, and there was no public scan-
dal, but the university was troubled that they might have a 
significant blind spot. The assessment team did a yearlong 
review of policies, survey responses, and interviews. The
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administration followed each of the recommendations that 
came out of the assessment. Nothing was buried. As a result, 
everyone at the university felt safe bringing their concerns to 
the administration. They knew they’d be taken seriously and 
have their voices heard.

A safe community gives people the freedom to say, 
“Something’s not right.” A safe community searches for 
understanding until what doesn’t seem right is clearly iden-
tified, named, and described. A safe community addresses 
what isn’t right, even if it means putting their own reputa-
tion on the line. And if the system itself isn’t right, then a 
safe community will consider whether its presence is part 
of the problem. A safe community gives no room for the 
language of abuse to spread, because it keeps the lights on. 
In that light, truth moves freely. People do not keep their 
stories to themselves for fear of how others will respond. In 
a safe community, grooming is confronted before a person 
is victimized. In a safe community, truth telling increases as 
the strategies of deception are more easily spotted, first in 
ourselves and then in others.

Forgiveness and A d v o c a c y

And I  forgive you.
I could hardly believe I had just written those words. 

It was around 4 a.m. on Monday morning, February 15, 
2016, and I was staring down at around seven pages cov-
ered with sentences that each began with the phrase “I was
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