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t first I thought I was imagining it. Nobody could

be that cruel. Nobody could be that—sick.
Something like that just couldn’t happen.”

But it did happen. 
Stephanie Abrams was 34 years old. Her daugh-

ter, Crystal, was 11, the same age Stephanie had
been when her mother insisted that she take violin
lessons from Mrs. Crandall.

“You can walk to the Crandalls’ house after
school,” her mother had said. “I’ll pick you up at five
o’clock.”

“But, Mom—my lesson is over at 4:15.”
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Point of Healing
I accept myself because I know that 

God loves me just as I am.

Abuse
From Shame to Affirmation

No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.
—Eleanor Roosevelt

A



“Then I guess you’ll have to wait there, won’t you? Honest-
ly, Stephanie—try not to be so stupid.”

Eloise Crandall was a competent music instructor. 
Her husband was a child molester. 
“And be nice to Mr. Crandall. I don’t want to hear about you

acting like a brat.”
She knew. My mother knew what was happening—and she still

made me go.
“I thought I was losing my mind,” Stephanie says. “But one

by one, the memories just kept coming back.”
Elizabeth Drew, Stephanie’s mother, was a beautiful woman

whose one desire was to be the object of adoration. Disappoint-
ed by life, frightened by her fading beauty, insanely jealous of
her daughter, Elizabeth treated Stephanie with all the con-
tempt she felt for herself. She intentionally exposed Stephanie
to a known child abuser. She beat both of her children unmer-
cifully, once stabbing Stephanie’s brother with a paring knife.
She forbade all friendships, insisting that Stephanie walk
straight home after school and never visit neighbors. 

Every day, in every conversation, with every word and
countless actions, Elizabeth Drew bombarded her daughter
with the message that would shape Stephanie’s self-concept for
more than 30 years: You’re fat. You’re ugly. You’re stupid. You’ll
never amount to anything.

“It was a tape that played over and over in my mind,”
Stephanie explains. “I heard those words from my mother
every day of my life.”

As an adolescent, Stephanie became a voluntary prisoner
in her attic bedroom. “It was the farthest spot in the house
from my mother’s room,” she recalls. She spoke to few children
at school. “I knew I was weird; I didn’t even try to make
friends.” She considered suicide. “I hated myself. I hated my
life. I had a plan to kill myself, and I would have done it.” 

Fortunately, when Stephanie was 15, Ronnie Drew finally
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had enough, and he moved his children out. Stephanie joined
a church youth group and began to make friends for the first
time in her life. There was even one boy, Mark Abrams, who
paid special attention to her. They began dating and soon fell in
love. They were married the year after they finished high
school. Mark studied accounting at a nearby college, and they
began a family. Within a few years, Stephanie all but forgot
about the misery of her childhood—until 11-year-old Crystal
pointed to the violin case tucked in the back of the closet.

“Mom, did you use to play the violin?”
“Yes, Sweetie, but that was a long time ago.”
“I want to take violin lessons, just like you.”
And somewhere in Stephanie’s mind, somebody pushed

“play.” You’re fat. You’re ugly. You’re stupid. You’ll never amount to
anything. You’re fat. You’re ugly. You’re stupid. You’ll never amount
to anything.

The Effect of Abuse
Abuse has many forms. Neglect. Incest. Rape. Sexual ha-

rassment. Battering. Bullying. Verbal cruelty. And it claims
many victims—children, young adults, college students, the
elderly, employees, husbands, wives. According to the National
Council on Child Abuse and Family Violence, child protective
service agencies receive more than 2.5 million reports of child
abuse or neglect every year. It’s estimated that between one
third and one half of all women are physically abused by a male
partner at some point in their lives and that five percent of per-
sons over age 65 suffer abuse, usually by a family member.1

Victims of abuse come from all social and economic levels,
but there’s one common feature: at a time when they were
helpless, another person harmed them—intentionally. Often
the abuser was someone they trusted: a parent, a teacher, an
older sibling, a pastor, a relative. The combination of helpless-
ness and betrayal leaves a peculiar scar that can’t be seen with
the eye. The following are some of its features.
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Shame
“I believed her,” Stephanie says flatly. “I believed that I was ug-

ly and stupid. I thought there was something wrong with me.”
This response is not unusual for victims of abuse. The vic-

tims come to believe that they really are wrong or awful or
dirty—just as they have been made to feel. 

Abuse victims commonly suffer cripplingly low self-esteem.
They feel as if a panel of judges is rating them, holding a score-
card with embarrassingly low numbers. Victims often agree
with that low assessment of themselves; they would mark the
numbers even lower. 

False guilt adds to the sense of shame. The abuse victim’s
mind reasons, “I must be responsible for this somehow.” “I must
have done something that . . .” “I probably should have . . .”

Sometimes others openly blame the victim for the abuse.
“Your Honor, the defendant was known to have dressed in a
provocative manner.” “How can you accuse my client? These
acts were consensual!” 

When casual affection becomes inappropriate touching, or
when anger gives way to battering, the parting words are al-
ways the same: “Don’t tell anyone about this.” Having suffered
emotional or physical trauma by someone they trusted, abuse
survivors become wary of entering into other relationships. “I
thought nobody could love me,” Stephanie says.

Insecurity
Abuse survivors often withdraw socially. They sometimes

feel more comfortable being alone than giving or receiving in-
timacy from another. “If I stay by myself,” they reason, “I
won’t have to face the stares or hear the people talking behind
my back.” Self-protection is another motive for their withdraw-
al. “I won’t let this happen again!” 

Don Marshall entered adolescence with greater-than-usual
emotional clumsiness. A camp counselor had invaded his life
and left scars. The two were alone in the shower room of the
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camp swimming pool. The counselor, an older teen, made sug-
gestive comments and then forced the frightened 14-year-old
to touch him inappropriately. Don remembers that long walk
to the swimming pool. “I felt as if everybody was staring at me.
I thought everyone knew.” In Don’s mind, people were still
staring 10 years later. Throughout high school and college, he
coped by withdrawing from others. 

A public school guidance counselor comments on struggles
like the ones Don faced: “Childhood sexual abuse leaves the
survivor feeling powerless. Feeling powerless creates conflict-
ing and out-of-control emotions. When a person’s most per-
sonal and intimate boundaries have been violated, it is natural
for him or her to feel he or she has lost control over his or her
life.”2 The response? Withdrawal to a safe place.

Perfectionism
Victims sometimes try to avoid further ill-treatment by “be-

ing good.” Reasoning that there’s something wrong with them
—something that makes others mistreat them—they aim to be
perfect as a shield against further mistreatment. They may
even pass this perfectionism on to their children, making un-
reasonable demands for excellence in order to hide their own
inferiority behind the child’s achievement. 

Mary Adams is in counseling for her obsessive-compulsive
behavior. After several months of therapy, she came to see a
link between her three and four showers every day and the first
time she was forced by her stepbrother to watch pornographic
movies and submit to his touches. Her response? Try to be per-
fect. “I had to dust every figurine on the fireplace mantle—
every day,” she adds. “I can’t even remember how many times
I’ve washed and rewashed clothing and bedding.” It became a
strange yet acceptable way of life. She tried to hide her feelings
of inadequacy behind her patterned behavior. 

Steve Reynolds doesn’t know how many times he’s been to
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confession. But he remembers that it was always for the same
thing: that afternoon when his mother, the one he trusted
most, betrayed him by manipulating his emotions. She had
used the rejection of her husband to gain her son’s sympa-
thy—and then to entice him. “Honor you father and your
mother.” The words rang like a bell in his head. But there was a
silence in his heart that a thousand celebrations of mass did
not fill. 

He thought that if he became an altar boy, if he went to
seminary, if he took a vow of celibacy—if he could just be good
enough—the bad could be erased. But no amount of good be-
havior could wash away the shame he felt.

Anger
Anger is a natural response to injustice, and most victims of

abuse feel it. Since their suffering is often secret, however, it’s
difficult to deal with their anger openly. In some cases, that
anger turns to violence. Every year, more than 3 million chil-
dren witness domestic violence. And every year approximately
4,000 American women are killed by their spouses or
boyfriends.3 Much of that violence is perpetrated by victims of
abuse. Anger becomes a means of coping, a way of acting out
the injustice that’s felt in the soul. The cycle continues.

Not all who are abused become abusers. But most feel anger
and must cope with it. “I screamed. I threw dishes. I literally
terrified Mark and Crystal,” Stephanie admits. 

Depression
Anger turned inward may become depression. Abuse—

physical, emotional, or sexual—burdens the victim with mem-
ories that cannot be changed. The once-vibrant spirit is
drained of energy. Helplessness gives birth to hopelessness. The
blows, the angry words, or forced intimacy did more damage
than imagined. The cup of life now seems half empty rather
than half full. 
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I hate the holidays, Sheila Robertson thought. It’s been two
years, and it still makes me cringe. Her low mood wasn’t caused
by the stress of shopping or entertaining. It came from the day
her fiancé exploded over the purchase of a Christmas tree. He
told her that he had something special for her—it was a black-
ened eye and bruised ribs. Now the smell of evergreen almost
made her sick. 

She’s not alone. For victims of abuse, the times that should
be the most joyous are often the most painful. Holidays, birth-
days, graduations, and vacations become painful reminders of
“what happened.” Special occasions become special reminders
of the past they cannot change.

Those who have suffered abuse—and those who have
known and loved them—realize the powerful effect on the hu-
man spirit. The scars are deep. Abuse wounds its victims in
profound ways, but the scars can be healed. God’s Word is can-
did about the depravity of human behavior and its devastating
effects. It is equally forthright about the power of grace and the
miraculous healing it can bring. Scripture contains a message
of hope for the abused.

God’s Word

The Bible is more than a book of theology or law. It’s also a
sweeping history of God and His people. The saga is filled with
engaging tales of heroism and courage. And it depicts the
worst of human behavior—treachery, betrayal, and even
abuse. Among the saddest stories in Scripture is that of Tamar,
the daughter of King David. It’s recorded in 2 Sam. 13. 

Tamar’s Story
Tamar was a beautiful young woman, sister of Absalom,

one of David’s most promising sons. David had many children
by his several wives. One of his sons, Amnon, became first at-
tracted to and then obsessed with the beauty of his half-sister
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Tamar. Although it would have been possible in those days for
Amnon to marry her, he wanted only to use her for his own
pleasure. Pretending to be ill, he sent word that he would feel
better if only Tamar would come and take care of him by
preparing a meal and serving it to him in his private quarters.

When Tamar arrived, Amnon sent everyone else out of the
room and then brazenly invited her to have sex with him. She
refused. He made advances on her. She begged him to stop, but
he would not listen. Finally, he overpowered her and raped her.

Then, as happens so often in cases of abuse, Amnon turned
his own shame upon Tamar. “Get out!” he screamed at her. 

Tamar was petrified. She realized that she had been raped
but now feared the public humiliation that would accompany
Amnon’s treatment of her. Knowing that in their culture the
only way to avoid public shame was to marry Amnon, Tamar
refused to leave. She pleaded with Amnon to marry her and
avoid the disgrace that would surely follow both of them—
Amnon for having raped her, her for having had sex before
marriage. Amnon refused. Calling for his servant, he had
Tamar thrown out of his house.

Hurled into the street in front of her brother’s house, Tamar
began wailing aloud. She fled through the streets of Jerusalem
to the home of her brother Absalom. Tearing off her elegant
gown, Tamar dressed herself in rags and covered herself with
ashes as a sign of sorrow. Absalom tried to console her, but she
was beyond consolation. Abuse had left a deep scar. Shame
and anger became the guiding emotions of her life. The last
words that the Bible records about Tamar form a picture of ut-
ter despair: “And Tamar lived in her brother Absalom’s house,
a desolate woman” (2 Sam. 13:20).

Shame turned the ravishingly beautiful princess into a bit-
ter and broken woman. Bitterness turned the daughter of a
king into a despondent recluse. Tamar was a victim—not only
of rape but also of a far subtler cruelty: self-pity. Unable to free
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herself from the shame of what another had done, she allowed
anger to poison every relationship in her life.

Two years later, Absalom murdered his half-brother Am-
non in revenge for the rape of his sister. 

For those who have suffered abuse, the first priority is to get
free from the abuser. But physical freedom does not bring re-
lease from chains that bind the soul. Years after the threat of
imminent harm has been removed, shame, anger, and other
damaging effects may continue. Like Tamar, victims of abuse
often accept the victimizer’s judgment of themselves: “You’re
worthless—now get out!”

Tamar’s story has a sad ending. But many victims of abuse
are able to overcome their abuse. Healing is possible. There’s a
way to remove the burden of false shame and all that goes with
it. That happens when one comes to feel genuine affirmation,
the only affirmation that really matters: acceptance by God.

The Woman Caught in Adultery
Tamar’s story has a rough counterpart in the New Testa-

ment. The incidents do not form an exact parallel, but they
both center upon women who were made victims of someone
else’s desire. Whereas one depicts the power of shame, the oth-
er reveals the power of acceptance. The event is recorded in
John 8:2-11 and involves an unnamed woman caught in the
most humiliating of circumstances.

Jesus was teaching a group of people at the Temple one day
when some lawyers and religious leaders shoved their way to
the front, dragging with them a woman who had been caught
in the act of adultery. Their purpose was to embarrass Jesus
with a difficult legal and moral question. To do so, they pub-
licly shamed this woman, forcing her to stand—perhaps only
partly clothed—in front of the crowd and broadcast to the
world what she had done. Since adultery was technically a
capital offense in those days, they asked Jesus what He thought
they should do with her. They were unconcerned with the
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woman herself and probably cared little about the fact that she
had committed adultery. They were using her to advance their
own purpose—to embarrass Jesus with a difficult question.

Although the woman (unlike Tamar) was actually guilty of
something, Jesus ignored that fact, stooping to write some
words in the dust with His finger. No one knows what He
wrote, but the words had a powerful effect. One by one, the
lawyers and hypocrites who had exposed this woman to shame
walked silently away.

“Where are they?” Jesus asked her. “Is anyone accusing you
now?”

“No one,” she answered.
“Then neither do I,” Jesus said, adding the admonition to

leave her sinful lifestyle behind.
Like so many others whom Jesus met, this woman discov-

ered that there is a powerful antidote to the disease of shame—
acceptance. This is the miracle of God’s grace: He loves you
just as you are. Nothing you have done—and nothing that has
been done to you—causes God to see you as unlovely or unlov-
able. He loves and accepts you just as you are. 

When we accept the judgment of others about us, we feel
shamed. Tamar accepted Amnon’s vision of her—unaccept-
able, unwanted, worthless. Stephanie accepted her mother’s
vision of her—fat, ugly, stupid. But the anonymous woman
caught in adultery listened to a different voice—the voice of
God. Jesus accepted her. Jesus loved her. Jesus set her free.
When we accept God’s opinion of us, we’re released from the
prison of shame that claims us all, especially victims of abuse.
God loves you. He sees you as a beautiful, likable, lovely person.
And like a painter, putting the finishing touches on a portrait
masterpiece, He adds strokes of grace to your life.

Come into His studio. Be still. Just watch. Your portrait is on the
canvas. Someone has marred it. Ugly blotches distort your image.
“Father,” you dare call Him. “Can You do anything with it?”
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He picks up the palate of grace and walks to the easel that
holds your damaged image. You watch as He lifts the brush to
the canvas. The master speaks aloud as He works. 

“Here’s what you need—a little brightening. I’ll just add
some white.”

Shadows disappear beneath the firm, careful strokes. A new
image takes shape, an image of wholeness and healing. The
master has painted a new picture of you—a picture of beauty,
a picture of purpose, a picture of worth. 

For that’s what you truly are: Beautiful. Valuable. Lovable.

Steps to Healing

You stand in awe of the masterpiece. Can that beautiful per-
son really be me? It is. As you wrap your new portrait and take it
out of the studio into the world, you realize there will be chal-
lenges. Accepting God’s view of you is the starting point. Act-
ing upon that new vision of reality must come next—and
that’s not easy. In the real world of family pressures, work
stresses, and haunting memories, will you be able to hold on to
the vision of yourself that God has given you?

Here are some steps that may help on your road to heal-
ing—a road map left by other travelers who have made the
journey from shame to acceptance.

Refuse the Blame
Shame is a destructive force. In fact, it’s one of Satan’s chief

weapons in the war for your soul. He is called the accuser, and
with good reason. In cases of abuse, the wrong person usually
feels the shame. Victimizers are adept at rationalizing their be-
havior. “She flirted with me.” “He had it coming.” “She knew I
was going to be angry.”

Oddly, it’s the victim who often feels responsible for being
abused. “I shouldn’t have been nice to him.” “It’s my fault for
talking back.” “I must have said the wrong thing.”

19

Abuse: From Shame to Affirmation



Refuse to accept the blame for things you did not do. You’re
not responsible for what was done to you.

Cling to God’s Word
It’s important that you not believe what you see on televi-

sion. In that world, everyone is handsome, witty, intelligent,
sexy, and successful—not to mention thin. Popular media
bombard us with false images of life. Don’t believe them. 

God’s Word tells us the truth about ourselves—we’re forgiv-
en, we’re loved, and we’re free. Search the Scriptures for God’s
promises of acceptance, and then cling to them with all your
might. Let the Word be your rock. 

Tell the Truth
More than 30 years after she suffered the abuse from her

mother, Stephanie Abrams told her father the truth. “God told
me to do it,” she says. “I tried to resist, but it’s hard to say no to
God.” Stephanie’s dad had never known the full extent of the
abuse she and her brother had endured. She believed that her
silence shielded him from unnecessary anguish. But after 30
years, it was time for the truth to come out.

While there may be no value in making private things pub-
lic, it’s often helpful to the victims of abuse to acknowledge the
truth—first to themselves, then to others who can offer sup-
port. Talking to a parent, a friend, or a counselor can be an im-
portant step to healing. 

That step is essential if abuse is still taking place. If you’re
now being abused, tell someone.

Look to the Future
Tamar’s answer to abuse was to hide in the home of her

brother. Privacy is important, but isolation is dangerous. There
can be no healing until the victim makes the determination to
face and resolve the issue. Don’t ignore or minimize the prob-
lem. Don’t isolate yourself. Seek comfort and advice. Make the
decision to move forward. 
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“You have to make a choice,” Stephanie says. “You can de-
cide to let this thing ruin your life, or you can decide to let God
make something of it.”

Will the past determine your future? Will you be chained in
a prison of fear? Or will you choose to move forward? Will you
make friends, continue your education, date again? 

Choose the future. There are no possibilities in the past.

Listen for the Voice of God
G. Campbell Morgan said, “I believe in the promises of God

enough to venture an eternity on them.” Listening for those
promises is vital for spiritual healing. God speaks in many differ-
ent ways. He can speak through the Bible, the Holy Spirit, ser-
mons, Christian radio and television, worship, or Christian music.

“God may not come in through your front door,” says Steph-
anie. “You have to read the Bible, get to church, and listen for
His voice.” 

In what ways do you seek God’s voice? If He speaks to you,
will you be listening?

Work While You Wait
Your healing may not be instantaneous. Healing seldom is.

Your recovery will take time—so let it. In the meantime, get to
work. Ministry is good therapy. Ask God what you can do that
will be a help to others. It might be something as simple as
tending the yard for a neighbor, or it could be something as
challenging as sharing your story with another survivor. God
has a job for you, something you can do to glorify His name. So
find it and do it.

The Point of Healing
The kitchen was strewn with shattered dishes. Crystal

screamed hysterically as Mark Abrams clutched her to his chest
and paced slowly toward the door. Stephanie stood in the center
of the chaotic scene, her hands trembling, tears streaming from
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her eyes. Anger and anxiety over her stolen childhood had
reached an explosive level, and her behavior had become erratic.

“I’m taking Crystal to my mother,” Mark said slowly.
“When I come back, we’re going to decide what to do. I’m not
going to live like this anymore.”

That day became the catalyst for change in Stephanie’s life.
Recognizing that the pain of her past now jeopardized her fu-
ture, she began a series of steps that led to her healing. 

A nominal Christian until that point, Stephanie renewed
her relationship with God. Prayer and Bible reading suddenly
became important to her—especially God’s promises of accept-
ance. “I lived on Scripture,” she recalls. “I’m amazed at the
number of times God has spoken to me through this Book.”
She also began seeing a counselor, who helped her to accept
herself and gain a new sense of worth. Best of all, among the
many memories that Stephanie recovered, some were affirm-
ing, and one became her spiritual touchstone.

At 16 years of age, Stephanie stayed at a friend’s over
Christmas. Short of beds but long on hospitality, the Carlsons
had prepared a cot for Stephanie in the living room next to the
Christmas tree. Although she was happy to enjoy the season
with a stable family, Stephanie couldn’t help but notice the
contrast to her own life. She went to sleep with her mother’s
demeaning accusations playing over and again in her mind.

The next morning, Mrs. Carlson rose early to make break-
fast for the family, and Stephanie woke as the good-hearted
woman passed through the living room.

Mrs. Carlson stopped, sat on the edge of the cot, and rested
a hand on Stephanie’s shoulder. “What a lovely surprise to find
you under my Christmas tree!” she said, smiling thoughtfully.
“You’re the best Christmas present anybody could have.”

To this day, tears well in Stephanie’s eyes as she remembers
that scene. “I couldn’t believe anyone could ever feel that way
about me,” she says. “I treasure those words, and I’ve come to
believe them.”
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Child of God, you—you—are a precious gift. Your life mat-
ters to God. He loves you, and He wants you. You are precious
in His sight. Believe those words and treasure them: you are
the best present anyone could ever have.

Your Journey

Exploring Your Story
1. In what ways is your story like Stephanie’s? In what

ways is it different?
2. How do you tend to react when you feel helpless?
3. Do you ever feel shame because of what other people

think of you?

Exploring God’s Word
1. Read the story of Tamar in 2 Sam. 13. Who behaved

well? Who behaved badly?
2. Read John 8:2-11. Why do you think Jesus reacted to

this situation the way He did?
3. If Jesus said something right now to Tamar—or to you

—what do you think it would be?

Exploring the Steps to Healing
1. Make a list of affirming things people have said to you.

Add to the list the things you know about yourself based on
God’s Word.

2. Is there anyone you need to tell concerning what hap-
pened (or is happening) to you?

3. Spend some time praying today, asking God what min-
istry or service you can do to help someone else.
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