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CINDY BRANDT: Okay. All right. Welcome to the last day of the conference. If all my guests 
show up today and no problems with the tech besides what we’ve already had, I’ll be streaming 
the bonus session of L.R. Knost. I don’t know if it’s L.R. Knohst or L.R. Knawst. But, I can’t wait 
to share that conversation with you all.

But first of all, for now, we all know that when it comes to Parenting Forward, and for those of 
us who grew up with toxic religion, how important it is to heal our spiritual wounds so that we 
don’t pass our spiritual baggage or toxicity to our children. So my dear friend, Carol Howard 
Merritt wrote an incredible book, Healing Spiritual Wounds, which addresses just that. Carol is 
an author, speaker, pastor, and she recently launched a child into college and is a new empty-
nester. Cue happy, sad feelings. Carol, thanks so much for being with us. I’ll hand the time over 
to you and then we’ll do a little Q&A, after that.

CAROL MERRITT: Thank you so much for having me. I’m on this iPad, so it’s this weird angle. 
So, I’m sorry if you’re looking up my nose. I just didn’t figure it out, beforehand. But anyways, 
I am so thrilled to be here and just Cindy for all your work and time and effort and just the 
courageousness of doing this. I mean, I don’t know, to just put yourself out there; to put 
something like this together, I think it’s so cool. So, I think the world you, anyways, but this is 
just amazing. So, thank you. It’s an incredible resource. So I did, I just, sent my daughter off to 
college and it made me remember so many things. One of the main things that I remember is 
when she was just a baby, I mean a tiny, tiny baby.

And, I remember one time she bit me. And, it wasn’t a malicious bite or anything, it was a 
trying to figure out her teeth sort of bite. And, I was so angry and just so quickly held my hand 
up over her like I was going to hit her. And, I held my hand up and then I just froze. And, I was 
shocked at myself and I just remembered this total terror that I was feeling and I was shaking 
and crying and I put my hand down and I was just staring at it. I couldn’t believe what had just 
happened and I didn’t hit her. But I mean, I had gone through unbelievable counseling and 
reading and trying to ... coming to this decision that I would not hit my daughter. I would not 
spank her or use any sort of corporal punishment.

And, so for this to happen, right off the bat I was just so frustrated and so shocked. And, I just 
remember putting my hand down slowly and shaking and just thinking all of this information 
was in my head, but it didn’t ever make it to my gut, you know? So the amygdala, that 
response, that anger response was still fight. Even though I was a hundred pounds heavier than 
this child, it was still this thought that the best response would be to hit her. And, through that 
experience, this shocking, horrible experience; I just realized, “Okay, I still have work to do.”

And, I just remember I was going to therapy. I was journaling. I was walking. My own parents, 
especially my dad, was very physically abusive and I knew that I didn’t want to keep this going. 
I didn’t want to keep that cycle of abuse happening. And, so I was trying to figure out how I 
was going to make this not my next response, my first response. And, I remember I started 
reading books about anger and there was this book by Thich Nhat Hahn and he’s a Buddhist 
monk. And, he was talking about ... He had this anger exercise. And, what he said to do was to 
take your anger and to hold her on your lap and listen to her. And, so I began to do that and 
I began to imagine myself holding my anger in my lap and imagining me as a little child and 
imagining what I was ... I would say in this situation.
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And, through that experience, I was able to ... I was able to understand that the abuse that 
I had gone through as a child hadn’t been listened to. I hadn’t listened to myself and my 
own anger that I needed to work through. And, so I began to do that and I began to have 
compassion on my anger and compassion on what I had gone through. And, then another thing 
that I needed to do in all of this, I realized as I was listening to myself, as I was beginning to 
hear this anger, I began to realize that not only was this anger connected with my father and 
my own experiences growing up, but it was also intimately connected to my image of God.

And, neurologists have figured this out and anthropologists have known it for a really, really 
long time, that our view of God and our image of God is connected to how we react, how we 
respond. So, when an anthropologist would go in and study a culture, they would find out what 
that culture’s image of God was. And, if they had a violent God, then they knew that they would 
be a violent people. And, so I began to realize that there was this major connection between 
how I was responding with violence and my idea of God. And, I just needed to understand that 
and I needed to dismantle it and I needed to just figure it out.

And, for me, I needed to come up with a different image of God. I know ... I want to be careful 
here because I know that a lot of you ... it’s been better for you to just leave Christianity or 
leave religion, altogether. And, I absolutely 100% support that idea. I know for a lot of people 
in order to ... religion has become so abusive that they have to leave it altogether. But, I’m 
a pastor and so for me what was more important was to rebuild that image of God, rebuild 
something. And, so I began to just imagine something else, trying to figure out something else 
that would replace that angry old man that I had learned to relate to, in the past.

My image of God was closely related to my father. Of course, we prayed, “Our Father who art 
in heaven, hallowed be thy name.” And, so that was closely related and there was this sense 
that God was this angry, angry man in the sky, this angry Santa. And, so I just needed to do 
something else. And, there was a sense at one point when I began to swim out into the ocean 
and I began to imagine God as that water that was surrounding me, that was holding me up, 
that was nurturing me, that was caring for me, that was beneath me and around me.

And, for me, that became this incredible metaphor. And, I just remember God holding me. And, 
I begin to understand God more as mother. And, it wasn’t that the idea of my mom was so 
much better than the idea of my dad, even though it was. But, I also began to ... since my own 
love and care and in connection with my child, and I began to understand that God surrounding 
me, and God holding me, and God embracing me was that incredible love that I felt but much, 
much larger, much, much bigger.

So, it was this really, really long process. I mean, it was therapy, it was journaling, it was 
meditation, it was walking. And, it was a thorough deconstruction, but it became incredibly and 
profoundly important when it came to being a compassionate parent and being able to parent 
in the way that I knew that I had wanted to parent in my gut, got on board. So, I just wanted to 
share with that with you a little bit and we can talk and ask questions more.

But, in all of this process, what I understood was I had gone through psychological ... I’ve been 
going to therapy for years. I had intellectually understood what was right in this situation, but 
there was something else. There was this spiritual healing that needed to happen. There was 
this spiritual thing that had to happened to me in order for me to go forward, in order for me to 
begin to parent in the way that I needed to parent to heal those wounds of the past. So, I think 
we’re supposed to stop for questions, is that right?



CINDY BRANDT: Yes.

CAROL MERRITT: Okay.

CINDY BRANDT: We’re flexible here, but thank you so much for sharing that. I, I feel there’s 
been a recurring theme in this whole conference. There’s a reason that I talk about raising 
children with healthy spirituality because I’m hearing from so many people that the problem, 
what is toxic about our faith and the way that we grew up was how much in the head it was, 
how much it was all about belief and certainty. And, I think Pete Enns talked about this. But, 
what we really, and of course obviously we want to use our brains. We don’t want a faith that’s 
not ... right?

CAROL MERRITT: Right.

CINDY BRANDT: We care about science and all this stuff, but what seems to have a bigger 
impact on our ethics and our actions and our parenting is that more holistic spirituality that 
flows out of our whole being instead of just what’s in our head and our faith. And, that’s 
why I think a lot of the exercises or the things that we’re trying to do to cultivate children’s 
spirituality is so important because it prepares them to be able to respond out of that richness, 
out of that goodness of who they are. And, that’s why we speak against the original sin is like, 
“No, no, no. We want our children to develop that core, that’s good and is is not evil.”

So, I love what you said about the way that you began to heal from this abusive image of God 
was to see God as part of an ocean. And, yesterday I had Brad Jersak in the conference and 
he talked about ... what was the metaphor he used? He said that, oh no, I don’t remember. But 
yeah, just trying to think of God in a different way. I remember Sandy Sasso in the first session, 
she said all these metaphors about viewing God as a warm blanket, right?

CAROL MERRITT: Mm-hmm (affirmative).

CINDY BRANDT: That was something that resonated with people. And yeah, I feel like that 
seems to be what we need; is to reframe or re-imagine who God is and how we experience 
God.

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah. I think in that process of reframing and re-imagining of who God is, I 
also began to to re-understand who I was, as well because always understanding yourself as a 
child and not only that, but a child who’s in trouble all the time.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah.

CAROL MERRITT: It just wasn’t very healthy for me. I just felt constant guilt and in constant ... 
and that’s actually something I still struggle with even though it is in my head. I still struggle 
every once in awhile with that feeling of ominous guilt. I’m not sure exactly where it comes 
from. But, at least now I’m more aware if it.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah.

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah. So, there was this sense of this guilt and understanding God as a much 
more compassionate, much more surrounding me and it just seemed help with that, as well.

CINDY BRANDT: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Do you have any suggestions for a ritual or a practice 
that people who have survived toxic theology that they can do to start this process of spiritual 
healing?



CAROL MERRITT: Yeah, I mean, there are so many rituals. One thing is just breathing and 
understanding where you’re coming from. Taking the time to stop and to understand what’s 
going on. For me like I said, the journaling and the walking and the therapy is extremely 
important. That meditation that I was talking about with Thich Nhat Hahn, that’s also in several 
different forms. There’s something called internal family systems that’s, it’s a self guided 
therapy. And, that’s also something that is really, really helpful to be able to go through that 
and understand how different parts of us have formed in these really formative times when we 
were children and how they make us respond and react in different ways. So, that is another 
thing.

But, there are things like trying to draw God with your less dominant hand and trying to see 
what you come up with, how you understood God and how you understand God, now. Or, if 
you’re not comfortable with the idea of God, it may be how do you understand the energy or 
the universe. Or, if you’re not comfortable with that, I know that AA talks about a higher power. 
And, I’ve worked with different people who have been able to redefine God in their recovery 
process. And, one person I worked with ... is walking alongside with in this process. He just said, 
“Okay, I can’t do God.” He couldn’t get his ... he had just been abused by the church so much. 
But, he could say, “If there is a God, or if there is this higher power,” then he could put his head 
around the idea that God is love.

And, so he began to think of just God being love. And, I think that’s just a really, really powerful 
place to start for all of us, this idea of God being love. And, so if you can’t say God, then if you 
can imagine love being that force that’s surrounding you and that’s having compassion on you 
and that’s one way to dismantle maybe the image of God or even if you can’t even say the 
word God.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah. So good. So, for everyone listening, Carol and I ... I feel like we have this 
relationship where I’m the exvangelical and she’s the progressive pastor. And, honestly, and 
I tell her this all the time, that I’ve learned so much from her because I didn’t grow up with a 
progressive Christian tradition and she didn’t either, but she’s now in one. She’s a Presbyterian 
PCUSA, right?

CAROL MERRITT: Right, right.

CINDY BRANDT: Okay. And, so I feel like there’s now this migration of exvangelicals or 
evangelicals who are recovering or whatever, who are seeking progressive Christian churches 
and traditions to belong to as a step beyond their deconstruction. And, I feel like we have a 
lot of progressive Christian ministers or youth ministers who are part of this conference. And, 
they do have these exvangelicals that are coming into their congregation. Parents who wants 
just a more progressive way, they want to parent their children in a more progressive faith. 
So, what would you want to say to people like that? People who maybe didn’t grow up with 
toxic evangelicalism but they want to minister, they want to minister spiritually to progressive 
parents.

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah, that’s a great ... that’s a great thing. It’s hard sometimes to imagine 
living life without this baggage, right? Because we’re always, or at least I’m always trying 
to redefine and trying to figure out what is normal, what is right, what is ... But, for me all 
throughout raising my child ... and I just feel like I made a thousand mistakes. But, one thing 
that I hoped that she always went away with was the bottom line that I loved her. And, whether 
I made mistakes or whether I did the wrong thing or made the wrong decision, that was always 
the guiding principle was is this, am I doing this out of compassion? Am I doing it out of love? 
And, I followed attachment theories and I followed this sense of responding to hurt, caring and 
trying to be as peaceful as possible.



But, of course you screw up all the time. So, having compassion on yourself, having compassion 
on your child. Right now, I’m working in a wonderful community, but it’s very status driven 
community. And, what I’m noticing in this community and what I notice in a lot of communities 
is the idea of your children becoming an extension of yourself. It’s this narcissistic idea of 
children becoming this extension of your success and who you are.

And, so I am always aware of that. Of course you want your child to succeed and to be happy 
and to be ... but always being aware of whether your child has enough autonomy, not in the 
we don’t need each other sense, but in the sense that they are free from this narcissistic 
expectations. So, that’s something that I’m thinking about, right now. I think with my daughter 
going off to college, I see it constantly. And, I feel it creeping up in me because people want to 
know where she’s going to school and what she’s doing and everything. So, all of a sudden it’s 
becoming this status thing. It’s weird.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah. Okay. We have a question from somebody.

CAROL MERRITT: Okay.

CINDY BRANDT: How do you begin to locate a fellowship that helps you recover from the toxic 
religion instead of one that will continually trigger it? I can maybe take a stab at this one. So I, 
for me, I’m somebody who had to recover from toxic religion. And, what I’ll tell you is that you 
go through different phases and especially in the beginning, the first few years and as many 
years as it takes, if you are continually triggered, you don’t have to push through it. You can 
just step away.

I highly recommend a gap year from church or a gap year for anything that triggers you 
because there’s that phrase that says, “You can’t heal in an environment that continues to 
hurt you.” Even if they’re not trying to hurt you, they still may because of your own spiritual 
baggage. And, so I feel like time, give yourself time to ... before you wade back in. And, then 
when you begin to go back to going back to church or trying to find something, you can’t 
expect ... the world doesn’t revolve around you.

I know that sounds harsh to say, but there are people who are not triggered by the those same 
words that may trigger you. And so I think we have to be responsible for ourselves. We have to 
responsible for taking care of ourselves and yeah, when I think that there is a point where you 
can be healed enough, I think the more that you love yourself and care for yourself and heal 
yourself using whatever methods that you do, the more than you’re able to accept that, “Okay 
there’s this fellowship that uses this type of language,” and it doesn’t have to be triggering to 
you. And, you can maybe begin to participate in it as a healthy person, as somebody who has 
done that work.

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah.

CINDY BRANDT: So, what would you say Carol?

CAROL MERRITT: Well, I know we talked about this a lot, especially with progressive religion, 
people who grew up progressive, they don’t understand sometimes how triggering their 
language can be-

CINDY BRANDT: Right.



CAROL MERRITT: ... around people who may have grown up in a more abusive religion. And so, 
we talk about this a lot ... becoming careful in trying to get progressives to understand because 
sometimes they just don’t.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah.

CAROL MERRITT: And, that’s hard. So, I do appreciate that idea of just realizing that a lot of 
people don’t understand your triggers. They don’t understand what you’re going through. I 
teach healing spiritual wounds, a lot in churches. And, sometimes people will just say, “Well, 
I’ve never gone through this. I’ve never been hurt in church. I don’t know what you’re talking 
about.”

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah. I think we have to, I think that the words to use are abuse and trauma. 
I think we have to not be afraid to use that. And, it was hard for me to use those words for 
myself because nobody wants to be a victim.

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah.

CINDY BRANDT: But, I think if people who are progressive, who grew up progressive, who have 
no idea what it’s like to have spiritual baggage and trauma, you have to think of it like these 
people have been abused by a system that abused them and they are trauma victims. I’m not 
saying that you’re condescending and be like ... and pity people because the fact that they 
show up at your congregation is immense courage. So, they’re strong, courageous people. But, 
they have been through trauma. And, so understand that if they ever do get triggered and they 
lash back at you with anger or with very strong reactions, that it’s not about you. It’s about 
what’s going on inside of them. And, to be kind and compassionate and tender towards that.

And once again, I’ve said this already, but to give them time, give people time. It just takes 
time. There’s some times I feel like there’s no substitute for the process that the people have to 
go through in healing. I mean we know this, right?

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah.

CINDY BRANDT: We know this about grief, we know this about addiction, that it’s that process 
and then it takes time. So, gift people that it’s not hard to. And, I think this is so applicable to 
parenting, as well.

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah.

CINDY BRANDT: It’s like we cannot hurry some things. We can’t rush our children into maturity 
before they’re ready into ... we have to wait for their brain to rewire or their brain to form. And, 
I think that sometimes we have such a scarcity mindset when it comes to time, right? We feel 
like it has to be fixed right now. This problem has to be fixed and this person at our church has 
to be healed right away. This is what I’m here for. And that’s just not the way humans work.

CAROL MERRITT: Uh-huh (affirmative).

CINDY BRANDT: I think we can have a more expansive view of time and say, “It’ll be okay. 
They’re going to ... the kids will grow. There’s still change. And then the people, the parents 
who are coming, they will heal or they’ll grow.” I think we do grow-



CAROL MERRITT: Yeah.

CINDY BRANDT: ... in spite of everything. So ...

CAROL MERRITT: I would also say do your homework when you’re looking for a place, because 
there’s offshoots of many progressive denominations or many progressive churches that when 
the denomination was making a decision about gays and lesbians, they wouldn’t affirm gay 
marriage or they wouldn’t affirm transgender folks or they wouldn’t affirm ... So, oftentimes 
what they did was they started new churches and split off from the denomination. And, 
sometimes they seem a lot cooler than the old stodgy, progressive liberal church. And so, so 
we would find that a lot of times and in different areas there’ll be an Anglican church which is 
aligned with ... I mean it’s different now. But there’s, in the United States, there’s the Episcopal 
church and there’s an Anglican church that’s aligned with the Bishop in Uganda or something 
like that. Mainly because they don’t agree with LGBTQ people. And, so you just have to do your 
homework.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah.

CAROL MERRITT: Because sometimes those places have used the evangelicalism just being 
hip and cool and cultural and so they seem more progressive than some of these old stodgy 
places.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah, I know. I mean there’s churches use all kinds of marketing tactics and 
yeah-

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah.

CINDY BRANDT: ... Keep your eyes wide open.

CAROL MERRITT: Right.

CINDY BRANDT: We talked about ... there’s some litmus test, right? Like if they’re LGBTQ 
affirming then that’s a sign that they’re pretty progressive. And, then we also talked about if 
they have child protection policies in, it means that they really care about the marginalized, 
which I think the children are. So maybe to wrap up our conversation, if you could maybe tell 
us how you think your church right now is doing with in terms of children’s ministry and child 
protection. Do you feel there are protocols in place and ... yeah, tell us what it’s like, if there are 
any ...

CAROL MERRITT: Yeah, with any Presbyterian denomination there at PCUSA, there should be 
ideally always two adults in the room with whenever there’s any child. There’s also background 
checks and we make sure that that we go through boundary training and clergy are very aware 
of a lot of that. I’m right now working with clergy abuse and how the church responds to that. 
And it’s this ... I’m really proud of my denomination in the sense that they have put together a 
group of victims, of people who have been harmed by clergy abuse. And, they’ve said, “Okay, 
tell us what to do, tell us how to respond, tell us how we can have trauma informed responses.” 
And, so we’re working with ... there’s this Presbyterian Disaster agency on responses, but we’re 
really one of the only denominations who is saying, “Okay, we’re going to listen to victims and 
we’re not only going to listen to victims, but we’re going to essentially do what you tell us to 
do.”



And so, it’s this beautiful thing I mean, I have a committee of people who have sued the 
denomination and the denomination’s like, “All right, tell us what to do, tell us how to respond 
in a more appropriate way.” Because there is this sense that the problem with child abuse 
isn’t as rampant in our denomination as it is in a lot of denominations. But, people are people. 
And so, things still do happen. And so, how can we respond in a more respectful way? So, 
we’re working on both ends, both on prevention and also in the response. Many of these cases 
happened years ago, or they happened with youth directors that the denomination didn’t really 
have the oversight over .. but we’re working-

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah.

CAROL MERRITT: ... on it and it’s helped a lot.

CINDY BRANDT: That’s amazing. That’s wonderful. I feel ... yeah I feel like it’s just, it’s always so 
comforting to know that this work is being done and to just make the world more safe, make 
the church more safe for children and vulnerable people. So, thank you for what your part, the 
part that you play in it and for addressing these issues and for the wisdom that you brought to 
us, today. And, yeah appreciate you, Carol.

CAROL MERRITT: Well, you just do an incredible amount of work for those of you who don’t 
know, Cindy does an incredible amount of work. Anything I can do to support you and all that 
you’re doing. Just let me know.

CINDY BRANDT: Thank you. Thank you. Okay, I’ll talk to you later.

CAROL MERRITT: Bye-bye.

CINDY BRANDT: Bye.
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