
General Synod talk for July 11th.  Jo Kind 

We all know that society’s response to the realities of sexual abuse and trauma are changing.  The 

Church of England has become willing to acknowledge that people have been hurt, they know that 

there will be more cases of abuse of both children and adults; the Church recognises this and so of 

course it is improving its safeguarding policies and procedures – that is to be commended.   

Improving processes, trying to standardise the quality of safeguarding advice and provision across 

the Church is vital work which we know is priority for you at the moment – so why are we here?  

What needs to happen alongside the safeguarding improvements?  Why do people continually get 

in touch with us for help?  What do we need you to do? 

David Greenwood will talk later about why we and others have been calling for a Public Inquiry into 

abuse in the churches and about the changes we see as crucial in order to make it safe and fair for 

people to disclose and report abuse.   

 I’d like to explore a little of how the response to victims could be better – not just the response 

from senior clergy but from each parish.  Maybe how applying a practiced Christian response to hurt 

and pain can cause further harm and trauma. 

When asked to listen to someone’s story of how they have been deeply traumatised and harmed in 

a church context - the very place they thought would be safe, the very place they should have been 

safe, the very place many feel safest – you…we… as human and relational beings are called on to 

share in that experience…to walk with that person in their pain – it is the natural human response.  

The response of a Christian who doesn’t know what to do with sharing that pain is to pray, to hand 

over the pain to God and trust him to deal with it.  I am not saying don’t pray but I am saying don’t 

ONLY pray.  If you do this and then don’t walk with that person, don’t keep promises made, don’t 

make sure that they have the right help and are kept informed; if you listen and pray and then go 

silent you will diminish their experience and remove hope.  It is dangerous.   

I am bothered that in my tradition particularly, we are encouraged as people of faith to be almost 

unquestioning when handing things over to God; to come and lay our troubles ‘at the foot of the 

cross’; to hammer them written on a piece of paper to a physical cross as a way of letting go; to 

forgive because we are told to forgive – arguably not wrong in itself but experience of many 

survivors shows that if any of us continue to ask questions rather than leaving it to rest, that this is 

seen as a sign of being unforgiving and of an inability to ‘move on’.   We are then judged – whether 

openly or not – as being flawed – as being damaged but how can there be complete reconciliation 

for the person; how can there be complete reconciliation of a community if the full truth is not 

known? 

People tell us time and time again that they have gone to their church leaders to report abusive 

behaviour and they are listened to and told to ‘leave it with me’ and then have no idea what will 

happen next and often nothing happens next apart from being told that they have been ‘heard’ or 

that ‘we take your concerns very seriously’. 

Listen, yes, but then act – seek out truth rather than trying to contain it - help to find the place and 

the people that each survivor needs recognising that it very likely will not be within the church – 

help them instead of hindering them to find justice - if you don’t know what to do, say just that but 

also find someone who DOES.  If there is to be no action, no willingness for real and costly 



engagement, an expectation that listening is enough and that forgiveness and the laying aside of 

differences is the way to healing – then please….do not listen.  When a victim, a survivor of abuse is 

listened to, when they are given the opportunity to tell their story, they then immediately have to 

hold the deep pain and memory of that abuse and its impact over the years in a completely different 

way.  So to listen and then to abandon, to promise and then to go silent, to pray but then to do 

nothing, is damaging beyond words.  We hear this story over and over again at MACSAS – people 

who are brave enough to report, who are brave enough to go to the very church where they were 

harmed, are listened to, sometimes with compassion, sometimes not but then hit some kind of wall.  

Engagement becomes costly – it is felt that too many questions are asked, there is a fear that there 

may be a legal case brewing, there is a fear that the Church’s reputation may be tarnished, there is a 

fear that the process could become ‘unholy’, there is fear which more often than not paralyses the 

response process and leaves the survivor in limbo…isolated….and in a place of dangerous 

vulnerability.   

I was brought up as a model evangelical Anglican – we holidayed where there were beach missions, 

we had youth fellowship groups meeting in our house, we helped in children’s groups, we spent 

more time in church on a Sunday than at home, we went on Pathfinder and CYFA holidays and we 

became leaders on them, I was chair of the Anglican chaplaincy at university.  Of course we learnt to 

take words from the Bible and from sermons and use them (often totally out of context) to 

encourage and guide us.  And so some words from Archbishop Justin’s Presidential Address at 

Synod in February of this year… out of context maybe, but nevertheless applicable here.  You were 

reflecting on fear. You said that “we all know that perfect love casts out fear but that we don’t often 

apply it.  You said that “we mostly know that perfect fear casts out love”.  I liked this: you talked 

about game theory – “that the moment at which something is zero sum, players stop looking so 

much at their objectives and increasingly at each other.  The more they look at each other, the more 

they are dominated by fear and the less they are able to focus on their objectives.”  I hope, we hope 

that by inviting us here today, the Church of England is trying to address the debilitating fear that 

many in the churches have of survivors; of survivor groups such as MACSAS; fear all too often, of the 

truth coming out.  We hope that we may be able to focus on objectives rather than on each other.  

We represent those who know nothing but fear of the church; we represent those who would never 

go near a church again for fear of what may happen or of remembering what happened;  we 

represent those who have no faith and those who somehow still have a faith and are trying to be 

part of a church community with the constant conflict of being truly afraid of clergy; we represent 

those who cannot even tell what happened to them because they fear being rejected, being cast out 

or held at arm’s length, even of being sued for speaking out against a respected church leader.   

Please – instead of being afraid of MACSAS being involved in a case, turn that on its head and refer 

to us, instead of hoping that survivors don’t find us, point them in our direction or towards another 

suitable service.  Please don’t allow fear of what may happen stifle real engagement and 

compassion. 

Please let’s not focus on each other and so lose sight of our objectives. A shared objective must be 

to act with a compassion which blows apart the impulse to protect an institution or a friend or a 

colleague, a compassion which doesn’t stop when a prayer has been prayed; a shared objective 

must be to give people the help and safe places that they need to recover; a shared objective must 

be to find a way to make reporting church abuse safe, independent and uncomplicated.    


