When Faith Hurts: Recognizing and Responding to the Spiritual Impact of Child Abuse

Instructor: Victor Vieth
Elective
1 Credit; Letter grade/credit/no credit

This course assists current and future faith leaders in developing the skills to recognize and respond with
excellence to cases of child sexual abuse, physical abuse, and neglect. Special emphasis is placed on the
spiritual impact of child abuse and the importance of coordinating pastoral care with medical and mental
health care. Students will also learn best practices for church child protection policies, including policies
for managing a sex offender within the congregation.

OBJECTIVES

1. To draw on biblical and confessional resources to articulate a Christian and Lutheran theological
basis for prioritizing the needs of maltreated children within the church and community.

2. Develop culturally sensitive skills in responding to troubling texts often used to justify hitting a
child as a means of discipline, to withhold medical or mental health care, to avoid reporting a
case of child abuse, or to keep the confidence of a sex offender or other perpetrator.

3. To assist students in recognizing signs of physical abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect, including an
overview of normal and concerning sexual behaviors of pre and post adolescent children.

4. To understand the physical, emotional and spiritual impact of child abuse and to have a working
knowledge of adverse childhood experience and poly-victimization research.

5. To become conversant in best practices for child protection policies and the coordination of
pastoral care with medical and mental health care in cases of child abuse.

EVALUATION

1. Class preparation and participation in group exercises
2. Students must review and critique a sample church child protection policy.
3. Written 6 page paper at end of course. Options for the paper include the following:

a. You may select any topic discussed in the course or the assigned readings and write about
it.

b. You may write a paper on how you intend to use this course in your ministry.
¢. You may write a reflection paper on the course.

Thursday, March 19: 6:30-8:20 p.m.

The scriptural basis for addressing child maltreatment
The Lutheran basis for addressing child maltreatment
The prevalence of child maltreatment
The physical and emotional impact of child maltreatment
a. ACE Research
b. Polyvictimization research
c. Research on the process by which children disclose abuse
d. Research on factors influencing disclosure among boys
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Friday, March 20: 1-4:30 & 6:30-8:20 p.m.
1. The spiritual impact of child maltreatment
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2. Toxic texts: verses and biblical accounts that can be used to hurt children (small group
exercises)

3. Child protection policies
a. CDC guide (in supplementary/additional resources)
b. Personal safety education
c. Discussion of sample church policy you reviewed

Pastoral care for survivors (lecture)

Pastoral care for survivors (small group exercises)

Pastoral care for offenders

Managing a convicted sex offender (lecture)

Pastoral care for offenders (small group exercises)
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Saturday, March 21: 8-12:30 a.m.

Recognizing signs of physical abuse

Signs of neglect

Exposure to domestic violence

Emotional abuse

Resilience

Corporal punishment, child physical abuse, and the law

Understanding developmentally appropriate and inappropriate sexual behaviors of
children
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Saturday, March 21: 1:30-3 p.m.

1. Responding to a crisis (small group exercise)
2. Next steps in implementing the course into your ministry (e.g. where you may go for
continuing education, etc)

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Required reading:

1. Victor L. Vieth, On this Rock: A Call to Center the Christian Response to Child Abuse on the Life
and Words of Jesus (2018).

2. Craig L. Nessan & Victor L. Vieth, Eds, Here We Stand: A Lutheran Response to Child Abuse
(2025). Although students are encouraged to read the entire book, the following chapters are
particularly relevant to the course content: 1-3, 5, 8-9, 11-14, 15-19, 21.

3. Child Abuse & the Church: Prevention, Pastoral Care, and Healing, 45 Currents in Mission &
Theology 6-60 (2018).

4. Victor L. Vieth, The Need for a Trauma-Informed Lutheran Theology: A Case Study On Lutheran
Study Bibles, 51(3) Currents in Mission & Theology 52-66 (2024).

5. ELCA Social Message on Child Abuse, available online at: https://www.elca.org/faith/faith-and-
society/current-social-writing-projects/child-protection
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Note: reading these materials in advance will assist you in the group exercises and class
discussions. If you are pressed for time, simply skim the Tchividjian and Berkovits book (it will
be an important resource in your ministries).
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