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Julie Zauzmer TheWashington Post

BOSTON—For two years, Terrell Hunt was a Christian without a church.

At the church in theWashington area where he had grown up, Hunt worried that the leaders lectured about

good behavior but didn’t act as they preached. He heardmembers talking badly about one another. One day,

amember preaching about toxic habits addressed his sermon to one youngwoman, causing her to burst into

tears in embarrassment. Hunt became convinced this church just wasn’t for him.

Every day, he prayed on his own. He read
the Bible. It was a lonely faith.
“It was really, really hard. It mademe feel

like, if this place isn’t for me, is any place
really for me? Am I ever going to feel com-
fortable again?” said Hunt, 27. “I just felt a
really deep sense of hurt.”
That’swhenhe foundCommunity of Love

ChristianFellowship—achurchwhereHunt
joined a community of other lost souls just
like him.
Pastor Emmett Price has a term forwhat a

lot of people went through before they came
tohis congregation: “churchhurt.” The term,
which refers to the pain sometimes inflicted
by religious institutions — a pain that dis-
tances sufferers from their communities and
from God — is an increasingly prominent
topic of discussion among Christian clergy.
Publishers Weekly featured four books

on the topic published within a five-month
span, with titles including “Wounded in the
Church” and “Hurting in the Church.”
In these books and in conversations with

fellow clergy,ministers offer a variety of sug-
gestions for treating church hurt. Price goes
about this work in a variety of subtle, tangi-
ble ways.

He tries to keep his services low on jargon
and ritual, opting instead for simple songs
and a sermon in the sunny, wood-floored
multipurpose roomof a larger church inBos-
ton’s unpretentious Allston neighborhood.
There’s no hierarchy of deacons at Commu-
nity of Love, no questions about how long
someone has been a Christian or who has or
hasn’t been baptized. At the start of every
service, Price says, “Welcome toCommunity
of Love Christian Fellowship, where God
loves you andwe do, too.”
At Community of Love, some members

were previously put off by a stuffy or cliquey
church. Or maybe they were upset by a pas-
tor who demonized them for their behavior
or their family situation or their sexuality. In
at least two cases, theywere sexually abused
by clergy.
One way or another, many were trauma-

tized by the church, the institution they had
thought would guide and comfort them.
Price, a pastor with a background in

African-American Baptist churches who
founded this small nondenominational
church five years ago, said healing some-
times comes slowly. He admires the people
who return to his church over and over, try-

ing to repair their relationship
with religion.
“I cry when they are able to

callme ‘Pastor,’ “ he said.
Shannon Collins, a mem-

ber, calledCommunity of Love
a sort of hospital for injured
souls.
“It’s not a coincidence that

we all endeduphere,” she said.
“We all got hurt.”
Carol Howard Merritt, a

Presbyterian minister who
in February published one of
the books on church-inflicted
trauma, said that a congrega-
tion such as this is common,
but Price’s response to it is not.
“Certainly any clergy that

has their door open for pas-
toral care will hear these sto-
ries,” she said. “What’s difficult
about it is because you are rep-
resenting the church, you feel like
you need to defend the church.”
Defensive responses, she said, leave peo-

ple hurting who still yearn for a religious
community in their lives but feel they can’t
go back to a church that mistreated them.
She says there has been a growing wave of
people hurt by churches in the past 20 years.
Among the apparent causes, Merritt said,
aremany churches’ lack of caring during the
AIDS crisis, revelations of widespread clergy
sexual abuse and churches’ intensificationof
their opposition to gay equality.
Price says his church is in some sense “the

place for recovering Christians.”
“We do have those large, glaring situa-

tions,” including sexual abuse, as well as
smaller concerns, he says. “We have the
whole bandwidth of situations.”
When Hilary Davis first walked in, she

was a seminary student angrywith God.
She sat down alone, thinking of her

recent struggles and weighed down by the
years of hypocrisy and dishonesty she had

witnessed in church. And then,
sitting among strangers, she heard
the voice of God.
“I heard God say, ‘I know

you love me, Hilary. And I have
received the sacrifice of your life,’”
she said. As themelodyof the solo-
ist leading the hymn washed over
her, Davis wept.
Unbeknown to Davis, that solo-

ist was hearing the voice of God
in that moment, too. Brittany
Wells wasn’t a believer when she
first came to Community of Love
Christian Fellowship. Singing
hymns was simply a paying job,
and she treated it like a serious
musician.
But that day, during the same

hymn that moved Davis so pro-
foundly,Wells found herself chok-
ing the words out, missing entire
lyrics.
“My heart exploded. My body

temperature got really, really
warm. And I just started crying,”
Wells said. “I just felt like I was
connected to God. He was using
me to deliver a message. He was
usingme tominister.”
Two encounters with the

divine in the course of one rendition
of “I Love You, Lord” is unusual. But mem-
bers praise this church’s role in their lives
with a fervor and unanimity rarely seen in
any congregation.
At the monthly community conversation

hour in February, the first person to speak
gushed unprompted about the fellowship.
“Since I’ve been coming here, I have had
more peace than I’ve had inmy entire life.”
Others rushed to agree. “One of the best

decisions that I made was coming to Com-
munity of Love. It has really helped me to
reaffirm my relationship and my faith in
God.”
AndHunt said that when he started com-

ing, “As a professional and as aman, I really
felt lost.”
Now, he said, “It’s really hard to articulate

just how much the fellowship has enriched
me and made me feel like I’m just worthy —
just because of the love that I have felt from
everybody here and the absurd amount of
prayer that y’all have put in for little oldme.”

Apastor tries to repair Christians’

relationshipwith God

Healing
‘churchhurt’
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BrittanyWells, the Rev. Emmett Price andHilaryDavis lead a hymnat Community of Love
Christian Fellowship in Boston.WhenDavis first came to the church, shewas inspired by
Wells’ solo. Washington Post

DouglasKindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

Each year during the Christian season
of Lent, the Grand Rapids Choir of Men
& Boys present a concert of readings and
songs appropriate to the season. Last week’s
concert included a favorite piece of mine,
the “Miserere Mei, Deus” by Gregorio Alle-
gri. The Miserere is based on the Latin text
of Psalm 51, which begins “Have mercy on
me, O God” and was commissioned at the
request of PopeUrbanVII in the 1600s.
While it is usually sung in Latin, in this

year’s concert, it was sung in English trans-
lation. It reminded me of not only the per-
sonal need for mercy, but also of our cor-
porate need for mercy in our time. During
times of conflict, fear and even hatred, we
need the prayer: “Make me a clean heart, O
God; and renew a right spirit withinme.”
Mercy is a theme shared by nearly all of

the world’s religions. It is the recognition
that we cannot, on our own, live up to what
it means to be authentically human. It is the
recognition that we do not always love our
neighbor as ourselves, or love God with our
whole heart, soul, strength and mind. It not
only appears in the Psalm text shared by
both Jewish and Christian scriptures, but

is also reflected in the Qur’an, where nearly
every chapter begins with “In the Name of
Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merci-
ful.”
As we look at our world and even our own

country, the need for mercy, graciousness,
respect and love seems to be in short supply.
Politics divide not only our country but fam-
ilies and friends. Captured by our individ-
ual echo chambers, we have lost the ability
to understand, let alone love our neighbor.
“Havemercy, OGod.”
Fear of the “other,” because of their reli-

gion, skin color, orwhat theywear, has led to
discrimination and violence. We build walls
aroundourselves that prevent our seeing the
humanity of others.
One of the readings in the Lenten concert

was from the allegory by Oscar Wilde called
“The Selfish Giant.” In this story, the giant
was upset with the children who were play-
ing and enjoying the beautiful garden that
he had built.
“What are you doing here?” cries the

giant. “My own garden is my own garden,
anyone can see that, and I will allow nobody
to play in it but myself.” So the giant builds
a high wall around the garden and posts a
“No Trespassing” sign. In the Oscar Wilde
allegory, the giant eventually has a change
of heart, and, in the words of the Psalmist,

“renews a right spirit.”
Another passage from Psalm 51 included

in the Miserere speaks of burnt offerings,
which in the Latin is “holocaustis.” What a
horrible word to use for that most terrible
event of the last century. To think of it in
anyway as an “offering,” nowondermany of
our Jewish neighbors despise even the word
and prefer to speak of the “Shoah,” from the
Hebrewword catastrophe.
Earlier in theweek, I attended an event on

my campus sponsored by the Hillel chapter,
which drew more than 600 students. It fea-
tured Magda Brown, who described being

a “holocaust survivor” in 1944. As a Hun-
garian teenager, she was sent to the Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau concentration camp,where
she was separated from her family. Magda
never saw her family again in the death
camp. Later, she was selected, along with a
number of young girls, to be transferred to
a munition factory in Germany, where the
dangerous chemicalswithwhich sheworked
turned her skin yellow and her hair orange.
Toward the end of the war, they were sent

on adeathmarch toBuchenwald,where they
would certainly be killed. In the middle of
the night, a few of them crawled to a nearby
barn andhid in piles of strawuntil theywere
later found and liberated by American sol-
diers. Following six months in a displaced
persons camp, she came to America, where
now, at nearly 90 years of age, she goes to
campuses to tell her story so that we will
never forget. (Learnmore about her story at:
magdabrown.com)
History has shown that mankind is capa-

ble of great acts of evil, as individuals and as
nations. We must continually be on guard
against fear, which leads to violence, self-
ishness, which destroys joy, and prejudice,
which can kill. We are continually in need of
crying out, “Havemercy, OGod.”
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Fear, selfishness, prejudice require call for mercy
Rabbi Sigal Memorial Lecture

Who: Dr. Simran Jeet Singh

What: “Islamophobia, Hate Crimes and
the Racialization of Religious Identity”

When:March 30, 7 p.m.

Where: Loosemore Auditorium, GVSU’s
DeVos Center

401W. Fulton St., Grand Rapids

Register online: sigal2017.eventbrite.com


