
Introduction

Much has been written about the short and
long term impact of child abuse on the
victim’s mind and body.4 Each year, this
literature is presented at hundreds of state
and national child abuse conferences.As a
result, multi-disciplinary teams (MDTs) have
greatly improved their abilities to investigate
cases of maltreatment and to address a
child’s physical and emotional needs.5

Unfortunately, the impact of abuse on a child’s
spirituality is a topic often avoided at child
abuse conferences6 or in MDT meetings7 –
even though there are literally hundreds of
research articles documenting the critical
importance of spirituality for most of the
children we work with.8 This silence is even
more troubling considering the frequency with
which many perpetrators incorporate religious
or spiritual themes into the abuse of children.9

Our reluctance to address spiritual issues
inhibits our ability to interview and to
otherwise work with children competently.
This is because, for many children, the damage
done to their spirituality is the overriding
block that prevents them from disclosing or
otherwise accessing needed services.10

This article offers several diverse definitions
of spirituality in an attempt to highlight how
complex the concept is.The article also
includes an overview of the importance of
spirituality for most children, the impact of
child maltreatment on a child’s spirituality,
and the role spirituality plays in coping with
abuse.To assist MDTs in using this research
in actual cases, there is a concrete
description of six types of spiritual blocks
that may impair a child’s ability to disclose

abuse.This is followed with a handful of
concrete suggestions for forensic
interviewers in assisting a victim in
overcoming these blocks during an
investigative interview. Finally, the article
includes recommendations for MDTs in
assisting a child in overcoming spiritual
injuries or otherwise meeting the child’s
need for spiritual development.

Defining spirituality

The Oxford American Dictionary defines
spirituality as “relating to religion or religious
belief; relating to, or affecting the human
spirit or soul as opposed to material or
physical things.”11 In one study, survivors of
sexual abuse were asked to define the term
“spirituality.” Fifty-nine percent of these
survivors described spirituality as being
connected or in a relationship with God or a
higher power.12 Twenty two percent of the
survivors defined spirituality as being in
touch with one’s true self or “feeling health
in their soul.”13

Although typically thought of as pertaining
to a relationship with God, spirituality means
a great many things.According to some
scholars:

Just saying the word can evoke strong
reactions. For some, it connects with a
deep reality, commitment, and set of
practices that are grounded in thousands
of years of tradition and divine revelation.
For others, it evokes something new and
creative—a corrective to the stodginess
and rigidity of religion as they see it.To
still others, it is a trendy catchphrase with
little substance.14
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The importance of spirituality
to children – particularly to
vulnerable children 

Whatever the precise definition, research
documents that spirituality is of critical
importance to most children. Indeed, a
“growing body of theoretical and
research literature suggests that spiritual
development is an intrinsic part of being
human.”15 Research from UCLA’s Higher
Education Research institute found that
77% of college freshman believed “we are
all spiritual beings.”16 Eighty percent of
these freshmen said they had an “interest”
in spirituality.17 Some studies suggest
spirituality may be particularly important
to vulnerable children. In a study of 149
youth in an institutional care setting, 86%
of these children considered themselves
spiritual or somewhat spiritual.18 As an
example of the importance spirituality
plays for some vulnerable youth, a
teenage survivor of the sex industry told
a journalist “I admit that I’m still
struggling, even after six months away
from the business…Because I dropped
out of school I have few career
options…Yet I know what God wants for
me. I need to be healed.”19

The impact of child abuse on
spirituality

There are a number of studies
documenting the impact of abuse on
spirituality. For example, a study of 527
victims of child abuse (physical, sexual or
emotional) found a significant “spiritual
injury” such as feelings of guilt, anger,
grief, despair, doubt, fear of death, and

belief that God is unfair.20 The same study,
though, found survivors of childhood
abuse report praying more frequently and
having a “spiritual experience.”21

When the perpetrator is a member of the
clergy, the impact on the victim’s
spirituality may be even more
pronounced. Clergy abusers often use
their religion to justify or excuse their
sexual abuse of children.According to
one study, clergy in treatment for sexually
abusing children believed that God would
particularly look after the children they
had victimized and otherwise keep them
from harm.22 Through their religious role,
these offenders also engaged in
“compensatory behavior” and believed
that their good works in the community
would result in God excusing their moral
lapses with children.23

The religious cover used by clergy
abusers is often communicated to the
victims in a manner that irreparably
damages their spirituality. Specifically,
church attendance of these survivors
decreases, they are less likely to trust
God, and their relationship with God
often ceases to grow.24

The use of spirituality in the
abuse of children

Not only does child maltreatment impact
a child’s spirituality, perpetrators often
use spiritual or religious themes in the
maltreatment of children. In a study of
3,952 male sex offenders, 93% of these
perpetrators described themselves as
“religious.”25 There is some evidence that
“religious” sex offenders may be the most
dangerous category of offenders. One
study found that sex offenders
maintaining significant involvement with
religious institutions “had more sexual
offense convictions, more victims, and
younger victims.”26

Law enforcement officers and child
protection workers have worked many
cases where spiritual concepts are used
in the maltreatment of a child. In one
case, a protestant minister instructed
young parents to spank even infants with
a dowel rod and insisted that doing so
was mandated by scripture.As the
children grew, the parents continued to
reinforce the belief that the physical
abuse was sanctioned, even commanded
by God.27 In a highly publicized case,
Father Lawrence Murphy sexually abused
as many as 200 deaf or hard of hearing

boys and often used spiritual language or
religious concepts in the abuse. For
example, he told one victim that “God
wanted him to teach the boy about sex
but that he had to keep it quiet because
it was under the sacrament of
confession.”28

The role of spirituality in
coping with abuse 

Some researchers have found that a
victim’s “spiritual coping behavior” may
play either a positive or negative role in
the survivor’s ability to cope with the
abuse and with life in general.29 Victims of
severe abuse may remain “stuck” in their
spiritual development such as remaining
angry with God. Children abused at
younger ages are “less likely to turn to
God and others for spiritual support.”30

Nonetheless, even victims describing a
difficult relationship with God “still rely
on their spirituality for healing.”Victims
who experience “greater resolution” of
their childhood abuse are able to “actively
turn to their spirituality to cope…rather
than attempt to cope on their own.”31

Spirituality-Based Blocks

The spiritual harm resulting from child
abuse may pose several blocks inhibiting
the child from disclosing the abuse
during a forensic interview.These blocks
can be placed into at least six different
categories.

Perpetrator induced. The perpetrator may
manipulate a child’s faith in such a way as
to convince the child that he or she is
sinful. If a child has been taught that
sexual conduct, even sexual thoughts are
sinful,32 the perpetrator may cite a child’s
biological reaction as proof the child is
just as sinful, if not more so, than the
perpetrator.A child growing up in a
church teaching that homosexual conduct
is sinful33 may be told by the perpetrator
“You see how your pee gets big when I
touch it? You’re gay.The pastor will
condemn you if you ever talk about it.”

A child’s emotional reactions to
maltreatment can also be manipulated. In
one case, for example, a child recounted
how she taught herself to initiate sexual
contact with her father as a means of
“getting it over with.” Manipulated by her
father, the child came to believe that her
initiation of sexual conduct was sinful
and that, even worse, she was causing her
father to sin.34
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Child induced. Even if a perpetrator does
not manipulate a child’s faith as a means
of keeping the secret, the child’s own
analysis of church doctrine may result in
a block preventing disclosure. I once
worked with a thirteen-year-old victim
who was abused for several years by a
man in the neighborhood.The child told
me the reason she didn’t disclose the
abuse for years is because, in her faith
tradition, all sexual contact outside of
marriage is sinful.Accordingly, she was
convinced her parents and her church
leaders would condemn her to the same
extent as the perpetrator. In another
case, a seven year old child asked the
forensic interviewer “Am I still a virgin in
God’s eyes?”35 A survivor of clergy abuse
reported she concluded God must be
allowing the abuse in order to make her a
saint and was certain that, eventually, the
church would reward her if she patiently
endured her suffering.36

Doctrinal induced. In many instances a
child may correctly understand a church
doctrine and that doctrine makes it
difficult to disclose.An adult survivor
once told me he was sure he was
doomed to hell because he could not
forgive his father.The survivor cited
scriptural references of the need to
forgive even horrendous wrongs37 and
said that, try as he might, he simply could
not forgive the torture he endured at the
hands of his father.

Institution induced. Sadly, many
institutions of faith are more interested in
addressing the spiritual needs of
perpetrators than they are victims of
abuse.38 If a popular member of a
congregation is accused of molesting a
child, it is predictable that many members
of the congregation will support the
perpetrator.39 Even if a perpetrator
confesses to the crime, many faith leaders
will urge reconciliation between the
perpetrator and the child.40 Indeed, many
perpetrators count on the church’s
support. In the words of one child
molester:

I considered church people easy to
fool…they have a trust that comes
from being Christians…They tend to
be better folks all around.And they
seem to want to believe in the good
that exists in all people…I think they
want to believe in people.And because
of that, you can easily convince, with or
without convincing words.41

The church’s subtle, or not so subtle
support of perpetrators may prevent
children from disclosing or even cause
children who have disclosed to recant.42 A
child victim, noting that both of her
pastors and all of the church elders were
supporting the father she accused of
molesting her, asked me boldly,“does this
mean God is against me, too?”43

Religious leader induced. Numerous
studies document that, when a faith
leader is the perpetrator of abuse, the
damage to the victim’s psyche is
particularly pronounced.44 For example, a
victim of abuse by her priest reported
that, given the importance of the
Eucharist in her Catholic faith tradition,
being abused by her priest was akin to
being sexually touched by Christ.45

Interviewer induced. Sometimes, the
forensic interviewer’s lack of comfort
with a child’s spirituality may cause a
block.We once had a case called into our
Center involving an eleven-year-old boy
who was going to participate in a
religious ceremony in which he drank
poison and picked up venomous snakes.
This family, including the child, took
literally the verse from scripture that
those with a strong faith can drink poison
or be bitten by poisonous snakes without
being harmed.46 An interviewer offended
by this practice who communicates this
feeling to the child may unwittingly cause
the child to shut down during the
interview. It doesn’t have to be such an
unusual case for an interviewer to cause a
block.A law enforcement officer, who
described himself as an atheist, reported
that he was very uncomfortable with
spiritual issues and would have difficulty
working with a child who spoke freely of
religious themes.47 Given the officer’s
strong feelings, he was legitimately
concerned about the possibility of
unwittingly communicating his lack of
comfort with a child expressing spiritual
thoughts and thus causing a block to
disclosure.

In overcoming spiritual blocks, the
interviewer and the multi-disciplinary
team may wish to consider the following
suggestions for addressing this issue
before, during, and after the forensic
interview.

Before the forensic interview

Look for clues 

Prior to conducting a forensic interview,
the investigative team should closely
scrutinize the report triggering the
investigation and/or interview. In
scrutinizing the report, look for clues
suggesting there may be a spirituality-
based block. For example, the child’s
initial disclosure may reflect his or her
spirituality through statements such as “I
think God is mad at me.”

In addition to the child’s previous
statements, examine the setting the
alleged abuse took place as well as any
reference to a possible perpetrator. If the
setting was inside a religious institution
or the possible perpetrator is a member
of the clergy or is otherwise associated
with a religious institution, the chances
for a spirituality based block are greater.

Even if the alleged perpetrator is not
associated with the faith community and
the abuse did not take place inside a
religious institution, there may be other
clues in the initial report suggesting the
possibility of a spirituality-based block.
For example, if the child attends a school
affiliated with a faith tradition it is likely
that prayer and other religious practices
are a significant part of the child’s daily
experience. Many times, particularly in
small communities,48 the investigative
team may know something of the child’s
religious practices.The team, for example,
may know if a given child attends a
particular church or participates in other
religious activities. Even so, this is only an
indicator, since the interviewer will not
know how these religious activities or
doctrines may have impacted a particular
child or how a particular perpetrator may
have manipulated these doctrines.
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In one case, a father stood up during a
charismatic church service and boldly
confessed sexually abusing his girls.The
pastor then asked the children to stand up
and “confess” their role in this sexual
activity.The pastor then pronounced God’s
forgiveness on all the family members and
instructed them to never again speak of
the subject or risk the judgment of God.
Although the children did not speak of the
abuse, some members of the congregation
were uncomfortable and reported the
incident to law enforcement. In such a
scenario, the officers knew even before the
forensic interview that one or more of the
victims may have a spiritual block. In this
case, the children may fear damnation if
they disclosed the abuse.49

Select an appropriate setting for the
interview

If at all possible, the child should be
interviewed in a children’s advocacy center50

or another child friendly facility. In some
jurisdictions, it may be necessary to conduct
an emergency or preliminary interview at a
child’s school,day care or home.Be
cognizant, though, that if the child has a
spirituality based block,and the setting for
the interview is rooted in a faith tradition,
overcoming the block may be more
difficult.For example,a child believing God
is angry with her over the abuse may have a
more difficult time disclosing abuse in a
church-affiliated school or even a home
filled with religious symbols.

To illustrate this concern, consider this
statement from a young victim:“When
daddy does sex to me I feel sad…My Mister
Jesus he just watched and he didn’t make it
stop.”51 For a child with this potential
block, that is, concerned that Jesus
“watched” the abuse and failed to
intervene, it may be particularly difficult to
be interviewed in a class room or home
with a picture of Jesus prominently
displayed. Such an image may remind the
child that Jesus failed to protect the child
in the past – and may fail to protect her in
the future.

For the same reason, it may be wise for the
interviewer to avoid wearing a cross
necklace or other religious ornament
during the interview. In one case, a child
was sexually abused in a Christian boarding
school and the perpetrator told her to
“focus on the cross”on the wall during the
abuse. Needless to say, the child soon
associated religious symbols with sexual
abuse.52 Some child abuse victims have
reported being gravely uncomfortable not
only with religious symbols but religious
language that in any way reminds them of
their perpetrators.53

Research uncommon religious practices

If the report pertains to an uncommon
religious practice, such as a ritual where a
child may consume poison or be bitten by
poisonous snakes,54 the interviewer may
want to conduct some preliminary research
or otherwise find out as much as possible
about this practice prior to the interview. In
this way, the interviewer is less likely to act
shocked at potential revelations during the
interview or to otherwise signal his/her
ignorance of a practice that, to the child, is
likely quite normal.

During the interview

Be alert for signs of a spiritual block 

In some instances, the child may boldly say
or do something in the forensic interview
that reveals a potential spiritual block to
disclosure. In one interview, for example, a
young girl boldly asked the interviewer
“Am I still a virgin in God’s eyes?” 55

In other instances, the dynamics of the
abuse itself may alert the interviewer to the
potentiality of a spiritual block. Consider,
for example, the plight of a young girl who
was molested repeatedly after being
required to recite her bedtime prayers.To
such a girl, the feeling that God could not,
or would not protect her from harm was
particularly pronounced.56 To this feeling
was added shame when her father inquired
“Why are you such a whore that you make
me do this after we have prayed?”57

Be liberal in offering reassurance

One of the block removing techniques
taught in the CornerHouse and ChildFirst
forensic interviewing courses58 is to offer a
child “reassurance.”This can be as simple as
reminding the child “You’re not in any
trouble with me”,“this is a safe place”, or
perhaps to go as far as saying “you know, I
talk to lots of boys (or girls). No matter
what happened, it’s not your fault.”

Avoid minimizing the importance of
spirituality 

Given the importance of spiritual healing
to many child abuse victims,59 it is
imperative that the interviewer avoid
minimizing the importance of the child’s
spirituality. If an interviewer is
uncomfortable with a child’s religious
practices or expressions of faith and in
some way communicates these feelings to
the child, the child may shut down.

Though it is unlikely that interviewers
would intentionally demean a child’s
spirituality, this may be done unwittingly. In
one case, for example, the interviewer was
closing the interview by giving the child
some personal safety messages. Specifically,
the child was asked who she could tell if
she were touched inappropriately.The
child responded “I can tell Jesus.”The
interviewer then asked “who can you tell
on earth?”The child became frustrated and
replied that Jesus is still on the earth.After
all, the Bible specifically promises that
“where two or three are gathered in my
name, there I am with them.”60 A better
response would simply be to ask “who else
can you tell?”

Assure the child that someone will help
him/her address spiritual questions

If a child asks the forensic interviewer a
religious question (i.e.“Am I still a virgin in
God’s eyes?), the interviewer must in some
way acknowledge the question. Until the
child’s question is acknowledged, if not
fully addressed, it may be difficult to
continue the interview.

At the same time, it is important not to
delve too deeply when responding to a
child’s spiritual question.Though well-
meaning, an interviewer may not fully
appreciate important nuances in a child’s
question.A better approach is to ask the
question back to the child (i.e.“what
makes you wonder about being a virgin in
God’s eyes?”) and thus obtain more
information as to the source of this block.
When asked the question back, the child
may disclose that her father explained that
her biological reaction during the abuse
meant she “enjoyed” the encounter and
thus would be condemned in the church
for having lost her virginity. Perhaps the
child is worried about a Sunday School
lesson impressing upon her the command
to remain a virgin until married. Obtaining
details of the source of the block will assist
the interviewer, and the team, in addressing
the child’s concern.
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If the child insists on an answer, the
interviewer may want to inform the child
that she has asked an important question
and that he will make sure someone sits
down with the child and fully answers
the question.Again, an interviewer
attempting to answer difficult spiritual
questions may unwittingly offend the
child by failing to understand nuances of
her faith tradition. Moreover, many
spiritual questions are also mental health
issues that need to be explored in greater
depth by a well-trained mental health
professional. For example, a child
inquiring whether God is mad at her may
have a spiritual question, and may also
have feelings of guilt that need to be
addressed in therapy.

After the interview

Once the interview is complete, the
forensic interviewer must bring to the
attention of the multi-disciplinary team
the spiritual questions, concerns or
blocks raised during the interview.The
team must develop a plan to address the
child’s spiritual injury just as the team
would develop a plan to address the
physical and emotional damage done to
the child.When selecting a therapist, for
example, seek a therapist with specific
knowledge and experience in counseling
child abuse victims and who shares the
child’s faith tradition or is otherwise
familiar enough with the child’s faith
tradition to be sensitive in addressing the
child’s spiritual needs.61 Indeed,
respecting a child’s religious beliefs and
practices in placement, and otherwise
selecting culturally appropriate treatment
or services is required by law in most
states.62 It may also be helpful to have
one or more members of the faith
community on the multi-disciplinary team
who can recommend spiritual resources
that may assist the child.63

The team should also consider the value
of spirituality in helping the child cope
with the rigors of testifying or of
separation from family.As mentioned
earlier, many victims rebel against the
authority of the church, but nonetheless
pray regularly or report having spiritual
experiences.64 In one case, a prosecutor
was accompanying a child abuse victim
into the courtroom to testify against the
man who molested her.The girl tugged
on the prosecutor’s skirt and whispered
“can we pray before I go in?”65 In such a
scenario, a culturally sensitive response
would be to tell the child yes but ask her
to say the prayer. In this way, the

prosecutor can avoid saying anything that
may be culturally offensive to the child.
Moreover, in listening to the child’s
prayer, the prosecutor may learn exactly
what is most frightening to the child at
that moment and be able to address it.
For example, if the child prays “please
don’t let the defense attorney yell at me”,
the prosecutor should be vigilant in
objecting to the raising of voices in the
courtroom.

If the child has a positive relationship
with a pastor or some other member of a
faith tradition, the team may want to
consider utilizing this individual as a
support person for the child at trial and
to assist the child in praying or otherwise
accessing God or some other source of
spiritual comfort as part of her recovery.
It is important, though, that the MDT
make sure that the faith leader has some
training on child abuse.Although most
faith leaders would not intentionally hurt
a child, many have unwittingly been
insensitive to the needs of survivors.66

Given the large number of vulnerable
children reporting the importance of
spirituality in their lives,67 the team
should consider a culturally sensitive
approach to nurturing this aspect – at
least for those children expressing this
desire. How this will be done may vary
greatly depending on the child’s
definition of and expressed need for
spiritual growth,68 but the ability of the
team to address this issue may have a
profound impact on the child’s life. In a
literature review of 500 academic articles
on “organic religion”69, one scholar
concluded that various components of
spirituality reduced the risks of
depression, suicide, promiscuous sexual
behaviors, alcohol and drug usage, and
delinquency.70 Equally important the
reviewer noted research documenting
“organic religion’s association with a
variety of prosocial factors, such as
longevity, civic engagement, well-being,
and educational attainment.”71

There are a number of resources available
to assist the team in addressing a child’s
long term needs for spiritual growth, in
whatever manner the child may express
this need.72

Conclusion

Spirituality is deeply rooted in many, if
not most aspects of our society.73

Therefore, it is not surprising that child
abuse often causes lasting damage to a
child’s sense of spirituality. Unfortunately,

the child protection community has
largely focused on addressing only the
child’s physical and emotional damage –
leaving many victims to struggle alone
with their desire for spiritual
development or assistance in coping with
their abuse.

For these children, and for our profession,
we can do better.
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