The Wounded Pastor's Wife


If you are reading this, I imagine two things about you:  (1) You are a pastor’s wife, and (2) You are a wounded pastor’s wife.  So am I.


When Benny asked me to write this article, I did not want to at first.  Oh, I have written volumes in the past year in my journals and in communications with a few trusted family and ministry friends since my husband and I were finally released by God from the most painful situation in all of his 28 years of ministry.  As we neared the first anniversary of his resignation and departure from that church, I just didn’t want to rehash one more time all the dirty tricks, lies, hostility, and hatred that was heaped upon him in a four-year resistance which escalated into a three-year battle and ultimately almost destroyed us during a final five-month onslaught of hell.  Nevertheless, for the past couple of weeks I felt nudged by The Holy Spirit to write something.  Three very lengthy attempts later, I finally realized that I was writing about the wrong thing.  It became clear to me that you, the reader, have neither the interest nor the emotional resources to read all about anyone else’s sufferings at this point in your life!


What you DO need to read is this:  (1) It is OKAY for you to hurt, to be angry, to feel all the emotions which you may have previously thought only unsaved people, certainly not Christians, would go through in a time of crisis.  (2) I encourage you to accept the provision from the Lord of two or three trustworthy and “safe” people with whom you can vent and empty out your heaped up emotional pile.  You need Spirit-filled listeners to help dissipate some of your pain.  (3) It won’t be surprising if some of your anger is aimed at God Himself.  He can take it, and hopefully, your “listeners” will understand and be patient with that, too.  (4) Realize that you may get even lower than you are right now in body, mind, emotions and spirit before you begin to heal.  (5) Take the time you need NOW to process through all you have experienced and have been so deeply wounded by.  (6) In spite of everything in your heart and mind telling you otherwise, you will recover.  Your life circumstances may be different in the future than they have been in the past, but that which has truly been “you” will recover and remain.  (7)  It is possible that your greatest days of joy and usefulness in God’s Kingdom are still ahead of you—maybe in the pastorate, maybe not, but perhaps THE BEST days of your life and the most fruitful for God’s Kingdom.


I knew all about the grief cycle—I had taken a seminary course in it and had lived through grief resulting from the deaths of loved ones and from various other painful situations which had occurred to my husband or to me in our 36 years of marriage.  But I didn’t recognize until very recently that the overwhelming process I was going through as a consequence of years in a dysfunctional ministry environment and our subsequent departure from it was profound grief…absolute, all-encompassing, disabling grief.  There were days when I thought the world had moved on and left me far behind.  I didn’t think I would ever be able to catch up with our loved ones’ lives or that it would be possible for us to have a real life of our own again.  Nothing was beautiful, lovely, sweet, joyous, or warm to me.  I was living in a cold, harsh, gray world.  It was like no one’s love or care could touch my heart.  I began to wonder if I was having an emotional breakdown.


I know that I DID have a spiritual breakdown!  It finally dawned on me that the reason I was consumed with replaying and rehashing and rethinking incident after incident of our years of struggle was that I was desperately searching for evidence that God truly had been  accomplishing something positive for someone as a result of our misery—but I couldn’t see it.  Then I tried to see where God was at least protecting us, defending us, and rescuing us—but I couldn’t see that either.  Day after day I felt more abandoned and betrayed by God.  I began to feel as so many abused individuals have expressed to us in years past, but I never understood it before…that somehow we must have deserved the sick, passive-aggressive hatred heaped upon us for reasons we could not comprehend.  That’s when I finally began to seriously question if I even wanted to stay in communication any more with God if He was like that.  I was REALLY hurt by what He had allowed to happen to us without giving us a clue as to WHY He was doing that or WHEN it would end.  WHAT had we done to deserve this kind of treatment, not just from a few people in that church and community, but from HIM!  WHERE and WHEN and WHAT did we do to so fail God and others that we should have become the brunt of this venomous pursuit, this cleverly woven web of accusation and suspicion???  As you can see, I was severely, negatively impacted. 


Of course, this is what Henry Blackaby calls “a crisis of belief.”  I knew all that—I had TAUGHT it for many years to Sunday School classes and Bible study groups.  I knew I had experienced several tests and trials in my many decades of life, and I appeared to have survived in tact.  I presumed I always would.  After all, I was from hardy stock in my family and in my faith, a veteran overcomer in many circumstances, resilient, experienced, strong.  Everyone else expected me to keep getting up, dusting myself off, and jumping back into that ring—and no one expected it more than I did.  But NOTHING like what we were experiencing at this church had ever come our way before.  And I began to doubt if I would survive this “crisis of belief,” or possibly even life itself.


As I look back now, I can clearly see that our journey was the one you read about in The Footsteps poem.  The Lord truly was carrying us through those years of relentless attack which escalated from just wanting us gone from that church to obviously wanting us to be destroyed.  But at that time as we lived in the tumult day after day and as I was trying to recover from the resultant wounds, I just could not sense that the Lord’s presence or love or care had been there for us.  My hurt and insecurity and sense of abandonment were too deep.  


I tried to read my Bible and devotions (I couldn’t concentrate long enough to read chapters in books).  Bit by bit, piece by piece, months later in the warm, loving, safe environment of our parents’ home and later, our children’s home, the Still Small Voice began to reach me.  I responded with much anger and bitterness for quite a while, but He kept sending His love messages through to me in a variety of ways and through various people.


Slowly, the verses I had staked my life on for so many years and even used to lift others up began, once again, to be meaningful to me.  It took months, don’t get me wrong, but I began to trust the promises in these old familiar verses, and new ones became crystal clear and momentous.  I still occasionally tried to demand answers to questions like “WHY GOD?”  “WHY did you let those so-called Christians do this to us—and to several of the previous pastors as well—and what about those yet to come?”  “HOW could all this bring glory to You and advancement to Your Kingdom?”  “WHO is bettered because of all THIS?” Gradually those questions became statements like, “I have HATED what we have been through, Lord.  I don’t think I will EVER be fully recovered or that I will be ‘myself’ again, but I do know Your heart.  And I trust You enough to know that SOMEHOW, SOMEDAY, SOMETHING worthwhile will come out of this.”  


Of course, I had long known about “the fellowship of the suffering of Christ,” but that concept in the midst of the battle did nothing but heap more fuel on my fires of indignation.  I was ready for “those people” to experience some of “the fellowship of suffering” for a while instead of the victory dance they were enjoying!!!  Where WAS God when one of his most courageous and faithful servants, my husband and my pastor, was being treated like and being thought of as the scum of the earth.  WHAT WAS GOING ON?


Here’s the part I really don’t want to tell you:  to this day, the Lord has NOT answered any of those questions I demanded of Him, nor has He acted on any of my desires for His swift and sure judgment and punishment of the offenders, to my knowledge.  But please keep reading!    


What HAS happened is that very slowly--amidst huge doses of love and support from our families; through calls, cards, visits, and hugs from ministry friends sprinkled all throughout the past year; from reading countless love notes from the Lord in scriptures or articles we ‘happened’ to find here and there; from the lyrics of songs we heard on the radio or CD’s; from personal messages in sermons we were in the right place at the right time to catch or testimonies amazingly aired on secular channels as well as Christian stations, etc; through all these means that God used to attempt to restore our souls, a very slow—sometimes still painful—healing process began.


I cannot recall exactly when or how I started to believe that we could “live again” as Catherine Marshall wrote so many years ago.  It must have occurred sometime during the appearance of two new ministry opportunities for my husband, the miraculous purchase of our house, relocation to live in the same city where our children were, the discovery of an incredibly loving, prayerful, wise ‘Pastor of Wounded Pastors’ in a small church with a big heart in the neighborhood, and many more pieces of the puzzle which gradually put our lives back together.


It also took the conscious, willful decision many times over by my husband and by me to declare that we forgave these individuals…name by name.  Every time my husband or I perceived lingering desires for them to hurt like we had been hurt by them, we would verbally express our release of that desire for revenge and give their lives, their futures, and their offenses against us over to God for HIS just and righteous dealings.  (And we resisted the temptation to give Him our suggestions on that subject!   )


Quite surprisingly to me one day, I realized that these people, who during three years had grown to loom so huge in my mind and emotions that they obliterated almost everything and everyone else, had now begun to shrink in my mind’s eye.  Once I realized that fact, I made a conscious effort to USE that concept to help my sanity return.  I drew pictures of how big those people used to be in my mind and life in relationship to how big was God, my husband, our family, our friends, and our life otherwise.  Slowly, as the days passed and I drew again and again, those people grew smaller and smaller as God once again resumed His place of pre-eminence in my heart and mind.  My loved ones again occupied their rightful places of priority in my thinking and doing.  Instead of a melted puddle, I was standing tall again and smiling.  And now, I have even recovered enough to begin opening up my circle to let new people in, even some with their own hurts and sufferings on-going.


I don’t have a deep wellspring to minister to them like I used to.  I am still vulnerable and have to pull back quickly when I realize I am on shaky ground.  But I have gained enough strength to feel confident that I will be “thoroughly furnished for every good work” again one of these days.


Have I been able to pray good things for our attackers’ lives?  Not really.  Have I been able to pray that God will lavish blessings upon those who abused us?  No.  Have I been able to think of them with fondness and look back to the good times before they turned on us, the shared ministry with them, crises in their lives that my husband and I ministered to them through--instead of recalling what they did to him?  Only rarely, and then with great sorrow.  I have recognized that it takes God Himself to be able to change bitter to sweet.  It takes someone with a heart as big as Jesus’ heart to be able to completely erase all record of wrongs.  I can only hope and pray those realities will be achieved some day in my heart and mind.  

After much prayer, however, I sense that it is okay that I don’t have gushy, mushy loving feelings for these folks or that I don’t desire to fellowship with them again.  It is sufficient that they no longer occupy my every waking thought; that I have, as an act of my will, given up the right to get even with them and have placed them in God’s hands.  It is enough that I no longer remind God of their list of offenses against us so He will make judgments about them that would appease my scarred flesh.  It is enough that I am now able to look around and see the Lord’s loving hand in MY life again.  It is enough that I am, though still weakened, gaining strength daily.  It is marvelous indeed that my husband and I are enjoying more free time together than busy schedules previously allowed, and that we are having more opportunities to be with our family than we ever dreamed we’d have—what a blessing!  My husband is relishing fresh and varied ministry opportunities.  And more doors are opening to him.  Life has again become an adventure in the Lord.


So, Dear Sister, without you knowing the details of our journey and without me knowing the details of yours, I still can confidently declare to you—you will survive!  The Lord IS on your side!  He has NEVER left you nor forsaken you, and if you can’t feel Him right now, don’t give up!  He IS there—constantly interceding and providing for you.  One day soon those walls of defense you built up to keep out the bandits and the pain they inflicted upon your husband and you and your children, those walls will be able to come down, and you will again see the faces of all who love you and are there for you, and you will know that the Lord truly was with you through your valley of the shadow of death.


May I pray for you?


Dear Abba, my battered sister is walking where I have walked.  She may even be more wounded than I was, closer to emotional or physical death than I was, and she may need Your touch even more desperately than I did.  Please, Father, let her KNOW for a certainty that You are with her right now and that You are all she needs for life to once again become bearable.  Help her begin to dream of days of peace and prosperity and productivity—because they ARE all possible in You for her and her husband again.  Help her to hold on and NEVER give up until You have fully blessed them.  Give them, I pray, beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise instead of the spirit of heaviness that threatens to suffocate them today.  Please renew, THIS VERY DAY, the JOY of YOUR salvation in their hearts.  Help them to see and know that Your salvation is not just from our sin into Your forgiveness and the promise of eternity with You someday, as glorious as that is, but help them also experience Your present salvation from their pain, their woundedness, their weakness, their grief, their loss.  Help them to step across into Your wholeness, Your healing, Your forgiveness, Your love, Your warmth, Your fellowship, Your purposes, Your new calling on their lives, and most especially, into Your joy!  I ask this, Abba, for Your glory, for their great gain, and for the resounding defeat of the devil in his efforts to destroy their lives and their ministries on this earth.  And may their precious children, Father, develop mental, emotional, and spiritual amnesia in regard to all the ugliness and pain they have had to witness and live through recently themselves.  May their lives be without scars of resentment on behalf of their parents, and instead, may their young hearts and minds be blank slates ready for You to fill up with Your love and strength and fresh purposes for their own futures.  And Lord, please shower manifold blessings upon each person who has reached out a hand of love to steady this family as they have had to walk through the fiery furnaces.  May those persons who stood with them and spoke out on behalf of them be richly blessed in return.  And may they be strengthened in their own journeys in order to again strengthen others.  May all of this be done in the matchless and majestic, the all-knowing and all-powerful, the always-loving and always-caring name of our Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ, our soon and coming King—Hallelujah! and AMEN!!!  

“FOR YOU, O GOD, HAVE TESTED US;

YOU HAVE REFINED US AS SILVER IS REFINED.

YOU BROUGHT US INTO THE NET;

YOU LAID AFFLICTION ON OUR BACKS.

YOU HAVE CAUSED MEN TO RIDE OVER OUR HEADS;

WE WENT THROUGH FIRE AND THROUGH WATER;

BUT YOU BROUGHT US OUT TO RICH FULFILLMENT.”

Psalm 66:10-12

