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Q&A with Dan Allender 
Author of 

Healing the Wounded Heart: 
The Heartache of Sexual Abuse and the Hope of Transformation 

 
 

Q: Your 1989 book, The Wounded Heart, has helped hundreds of thousands of people come to 
terms with sexual abuse in their past. Why a new book about sexual abuse? 
A: If there is a central, driving factor as to why I am writing a new volume about sexual abuse, it is 
because I am a grandfather of four wonderful, wild, beautiful grandchildren. Each of them will grow up 
facing the dark prospects of an earth heating up from global warming, oceans that may see a radical 
deficit of fish, shorelines being swallowed by encroaching water, and nations rising and falling due to 
calamities that go far deeper but involve no less than the weather. As the winds blow foul, there will be 
upheaval in this century that will directly and indirectly turn the strong against the weak, resulting in what 
has occurred for millennia: more women and children and men will be sexually victimized. It is in this 
world that my grandchildren will become men and women. While I have no guarantee they will ever read 
my work or know or follow my life trajectory, I can’t stand idly by and not fight a little harder and longer for 
their sexual future. 
 
Q: What’s your hope for this book—the takeaway for readers? 
A: It is my dream that my readers will see the massive war clouds and not turn back due to fear or 
hopelessness. I long for a few more brave, foolish, and wild-hearted men and women to embrace the 
calling to engage this scourge with the hope that what God has begun he is faithful to bring to completion. 
He will bring about passionate, holy delight in sexuality, and in his design for sex he will draw our hearts 
into the depths of wonder and gratitude and, ultimately, to the worship of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
It is to this end that we proceed. 
 
Q: How has your life been affected by your writing of your original book on sexual abuse 25 years 
ago? 
A: There have been scores of times in the past twenty-five years when I have felt like one of the most 
fortunate men on the planet. The privilege to be invited into the stories of thousands of women and men 
as we explore some of the darkest chapters of their lives is a gift that precious few on earth experience. 
This journey has taken me from the jungles of Thailand to the savannah of Ethiopia and into countless 
homes, churches, and conversations that all in some sense define my life and calling. I am a therapist, 
theoretician, speaker, writer, professor, administrator, husband, father, and grandfather. I am also a victim 
of sexual abuse. Sexual abuse has affected for good and ill everything I have done and likely will do on 
this earth. The harm from the past simply doesn’t go away. 
 
Q: What about changes in society toward sexuality and sexual abuse? 
A: While I am encouraged by the advances that have been made in bringing the reality of sexual abuse 
into the light, I have seen the culture flip from massive denial to indifferent minimization. In spite of the 
growing body of research that underscores how one abusive moment can shadow a human life for 
decades, date rape, sexting, pornography, unwanted sexual advances, sex when intoxicated or stoned, 
groping, and other behavior that is sexually suggestive, de-meaning, or harassing have become so 
common that in many people’s minds they hardly warrant being called sexual abuse. In reality, our day is 
vastly more adversarial, opportunistic, shallow, and violent than ever before. Abuse often creates a 
twenty-eight-car pileup with massive debris, bent metal, and wounded victims. It spirals into generations. 
It sinks into the depths of the heart. I believe there is value in writing a twenty-five-year retrospective 
because so much new data and research have enhanced our understanding of the nature of the harm of 
abuse and trauma. 
 
Q: What about the role of the Internet? 
A: Perhaps the greatest social change regarding sexuality in the past twenty-five years and the structure 
that has increased the sexualization—if not the pornification—of our children have come from the ubiquity 
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and godlike status of the Internet. Research indicates that Internet porn is first encountered between the 
ages of ten and fourteen. It is likely that this age is dropping as digital devices become more common and 
pornography is normalized in our culture. Pornographers often utilize the technique called “typosquatting,” 
in which frequently accessed children’s Internet sites that might be misspelled by a child are used as 
portals to funnel children to pornographic sites. 
 
Q: Why is it easier for people to just not talk about sexual abuse? 
A: The reality of sexual abuse is dark and torturous terrain that many choose not to walk because too 
much is at stake; it is far easier to shrug it off, take the blame, and be more wary the next time. Why is 
this deep harm against the human heart, soul, and body so difficult to address? The answer is compelling 
and simple: God loves sex. But Satan, God’s enemy, despises sexual joy and is perversely committed to 
marring it. Sex has the power to touch the deepest dimension of what it means to be human and alive to 
God; therefore, it stands to reason that it is hated more than any other dimension of humanity by a 
kingdom that opposes the glory of God. There is a power that uses sexual violation as its choice means 
to turn the human heart away from the Creator. This opposition to beauty and innocence is at the core of 
all sexual harm. 
 
Q: You quote G.K. Chesterton saying that one must, “Seek his life in a spirit of furious 
indifference to it; he must desire life like water and yet drink death like wine.” Explain what is 
meant by “furious indifference.” 
A: How do we hold the paradox of giving up our life in order to find it? I believe Chesterton is saying that 
the more we open our heart to both heartache and hope, the more we can look death in the face and say, 
“Where is your sting?” (1 Cor. 15:55). We must love all that bears the mark of life: the sound of an owl 
finch and its call that sounds like the meowing of a kitten. We must love Bach, Ethiopian berbere, and the 
smell of freshly baked bread. Life is teeming with goodness. We must also experience death and 
powerlessness, but darkness will not win. Life and love will have the final word. To love life is to defend 
against the one who would take it. It means taking up the weapons of God, the full armor, to live a life of 
love. It requires defiance that calls forth a deep rumbling in the soul to say, “Hell, no” and “Heaven, yes.” 
This enables the heart to move with ferocity and kindness, openness and confidence, strength and 
humility. It refuses to say that the damage of abuse is irrevocable and all we can do is learn to live with it. 
To love life is also to acknowledge that all we wish to see changed will certainly one day occur even if we 
do not see it in our lifetime. The resurrection promises that restoration, full and complete, beyond our 
wildest imagination, will dawn even if the night seems to last for eternity. The blood spilled by the 
murderer will not be forgotten and will not be in vain, and justice will bloom as surely as flowers do after a 
long winter. 
 
Q: You believe the body actually continues to suffer, even after the abuse ends. 
A: Yes. Mountains of evidence now demonstrate with unshakeable certainty that the body suffers from 
abuse and trauma well after it has ended. The destruction of childhood sexual abuse manifests itself long-
term in our physiology, moving us away from God’s original plan of perfect health and toward accelerated 
death through evil’s physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual sabotage. Physically, evil’s sabotage may 
manifest itself in the form of chronic emotional upheaval (such as stress), frequent illness, and even grave 
disease. Mentally, evil would love to confuse and distract us from ever connecting the dots of our past 
abuse to our body’s current suffering. Emotionally, evil would be delighted if we would feel powerless and 
hopeless about finding anything we can do to restore our health. Spiritually, evil would love to bar us from 
reclaiming our body, literally God’s holy territory, in order to move toward restoration here and now on this 
earth. 
 
Q: You mention in your book that the work of a good therapist is to cross the boundaries of vows 
and curses, knowing full well that havoc will ensue. 
A: Absolutely. I believe a good therapist is like a gifted thief who cases a house for months, if not years, 
to know where the most significant family jewels (or better said, vows and/or curses) are hidden. My work 
is not to steal them but to enlist the homeowner and vow keeper to take me to the vault where they are 
hidden to discern whether or not keeping them safe is worth ruining or losing one’s life. Then I entice the 
vow maker to break the curses that bind and open the heart to the blessing of God. The work of 
redemption is to replace curses with blessing, death with life, and ambivalence with joy. 
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Q: You’ve guided so many people down the path toward healing. What do you tell someone who 
asks how long should it take before healing occurs? 
A: No one’s path is the same, but the terrain is similar. How long will the journey take? I have no clue, but 
the best answer is far longer than a single year and likely less than many years. In one sense we are 
never done, and this particular journey requires a commitment to go longer and farther than seems 
possible or desirable. The end can’t be assured; it can only be trusted. Faith grows to the degree that we 
do what seems counterintuitive: open our heart to remember, grieve, and ask God to engage our anguish 
with tenderness. What is required is far more than merely acknowledging we were sexually abused, 
though no change can come until we do. Even more, we need to go beyond merely knowing that it was 
not our fault. We must allow God to open up the festering wound to expose the infection and begin to 
address the curse(s) against our body and heart. We must bless what God blesses and curse what he 
curses. We must stand against the seduction and rampaging hatred of evil and discern how our trust in its 
solace has shaped our personhood. This is not a journey taken by many. It is a healing path that seems, 
at first, worse than the disease. It is not. It is life-giving, freeing, and empowering. 
 
Q: What would you say leads someone to begin seeking help for abuse in their past? 
A: The first steps of this journey begin when we name that we were sexually abused. This is a 
courageous act. But it requires that we take the next step: owning up to the reality that the past abuse has 
harmed us and is affecting our present life. Further, we must recognize that if we don’t address the abuse 
it will shadow and darken our future. Seldom does anyone start this journey by choice. It is not a planned 
trip that moves from pleasant attractions to cozy bed and breakfasts. It is usually a crisis and/or trauma 
that sets the pilgrim on the path of healing. Trauma awakens trauma. A marriage is coming to an end. A 
child has rebelled. A job is lost. Depression deepens. The ground has become like water. Often panic and 
confusion cloud the sensible decisions of the day, and mere survival feels unsure. Still, this often is not 
enough to propel intentional movement. The beginning of change is usually more tenuous and subtle. 
Most victims of sexual abuse begin to seek help by hinting. They acknowledge to a friend that they are 
not doing well. They ask a pastor to pray for them. Their lives start a precipitous slide downward. But it 
takes time to feel the thud of hitting bottom. 
 
Q: Does it sometimes seem less painful to not drudge up painful memories from that past? 
A: The goal is not to tell our stories to get over them, or even to gain insight. Instead, we must enter the 
stories for the sake of grief, anger, and forgiveness. Grief opens the heart to receive comfort. Anger 
moves the heart to stand against injustice. Forgiveness frees the heart from resentment and the 
accusations of evil. Almost everyone wants to forgive too quickly. But forgiveness does not require that 
we refuse to enter the dark woods of abuse. When forgiveness provides justification for avoiding entry 
into the heartache of our stories, it is a form of cheap grace. We must allow the stories of our childhood to 
come forth one by one and then offer grace, care, and healing to the broken child within. We are meant to 
receive the care of heaven and stand against the darkness of hell in our own life, family, and world. 
 
 
Q: Can you ever say that someone is “finished” with his or her recovery? 
A: Let me tell you a secret: there is no final stage. Deep in our heart we have known this from the very 
first steps of our pilgrimage. We are not finished. The good news is we get to recapitulate without the 
exhaustion of reenactment. Reenactment is the repetition of the story to reconfirm doom. Recapitulation 
involves returning to the story to reengage and open our heart to more healing. This stage is a declaration 
of goodness and blessing. We allow ourselves to announce, “I am gifted. I am called. My life matters and 
I will live my life for the glory of the kingdom of God.” It is a season of blessing the scars of abuse, not the 
abuse itself. Our blessing acknowledges that we are warriors and we have been given gifts, weapons to 
be used for eternal good. John Eldredge says, “I am not the hero of this story.” This sentence 
summarizes all that I wish to say. The labor of this pilgrimage is not to gain freedom or joy as much as it 
is to be captured by the story of Jesus and his death, resurrection, and ascension. But we don’t do so by 
forgetting or ignoring our story. We do so by entering into our own death, resurrection, and ascension in 
order to learn his story and to live out his story through our own. As we do so, we will form alliances with 
those whose stories position them on the same battle lines. These resources and friendships will call us, 
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together, to cry out for redemption and to develop the passion, wisdom, and skills to fight even more 
beautifully for matters of eternity. 
 
Q: The final chapter in your book is titled “Thy Kingdom Come.” Can you explain what you mean 
by that? 
A: The kingdom of God is a good story that reverses expectation and reveals the surprising complexity 
and goodness of the coming King. Jesus described his kingdom most often with stories so simple and 
elementary that those who heard him were confused by what he was saying (see Matt. 13). He would 
say, “The kingdom of God is like a man who sows seed.” He told this story to a community of farmers who 
had been sowing seed for a long time. Another time he told a story that commended shrewd managers 
who took money from their masters to cover their tracks and provide for themselves when they lost their 
jobs (see Luke 16:1–15). He might as well have said, “The kingdom of God is like a sexually abused man 
whose life was ravaged by hatred, who stumbled into an awareness of God’s delight in his body—holy, 
broken, ripped into pieces by contempt, but blessed and honored with the royal robes of righteousness 
and a crown of thorns.” Jesus purposefully surprises, confuses, and disrupts in order to expose 
assumptions about God and life that serve as our false foundation to make life work. The kingdom is a 
legion of stories too simple, perplexing, bizarre, and complex for us to comprehend, let alone live. Yet 
God intends for those stories to form for us a picture of his person and his kingdom that is a lived reality 
now and will one day be fully revealed. 
 
Q: It’s so important that the broken heart has a space to tell its story. 
A: Absolutely. We desperately need space to feel, tell, and hear the broken heart tell the truth. Sadly, too 
little space exists in families, churches, schools, bars, movie theaters, art galleries, or coffee shops. We 
have few spaces to tell and feel the truth other than a therapist’s office. But we all need a witness to the 
particularities of our story, someone who takes in and holds everything from banal trivialities to what is so 
horrendous it can barely be seen, let alone spoken. Even truer, however, is that we are a proxy witness 
for the One who reminds us that our life is seen and held by a great cloud of witnesses. We are not alone. 
Our days have been accounted for and remembered by One who has saved every tear that has fallen 
and every tear that refused to fall. To create a rock garden of holy remembrance we must take ownership 
of the ground we are given and begin the backbreaking work of clearing the space. This space is both 
internal (our heart) and external (our calling). 
 
Q: How do you encourage the previously abused to focus their energies once they’ve been down 
the healing path? 
A: We are called to use our story to disrupt the reenactments of abuse and not settle for anything less 
than heaven on earth. Our voice is to be used creatively to tell the truth. This requires living into and 
becoming a paradox. Jesus often urged his followers to lose their lives so they could find their true lives. 
He told his disciples on their first missionary trip, “Be as wise as a serpent and as innocent as a dove” 
(see Matt. 10:16). One client remarked, “I have spent my life striving to fit in and not cause disruption. 
You are telling me that I have to be like a prophet who wears weird clothing and eats locusts? I have 
succeeded in hiding how odd I am, and now I am supposed to use my strange imagination for the 
kingdom of God?” In fact, she is meant to bless her disruptive imagination, create beauty, tell the truth, 
and invite others to something well beyond the status quo. 
 
Q: Once we awaken to the issues of sexual abuse, how can we advocate for the abused? 
A: The issues of sexual abuse require that we address the harm of abuse with everyone, especially those 
who are uniquely vulnerable to the misuse of power and lust: the poor; orphans; people of color; 
immigrants; the blind, deaf, mentally ill, and developmentally challenged; prostituted boys, girls, women, 
and men; LGBTQ youth; child soldiers; people with disabilities; prisoners; the bullied and sexually 
harassed; victims of domestic violence; and anyone else who has been used as a dumping ground for 
sexual violence. It is never enough merely to care for oneself and one’s household. We are an extended 
family, and everyone who has known sexual harm or has harmed another sexually is our brother and 
sister. Blood and tears bond us. Our body bears similar scars. We need to open the field of our heart and 
begin the hard labor of clearing the land. We need to dream redemption for our self and others. Every 
dollar you give to any organization gives you the right to ask: How are you addressing sexual harm? How 
can we provide medical care or new wells or restore nutrient-deprived lands when the sons and 
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daughters of those we serve may be sexually violated? Every hour you volunteer at church gives you the 
right to ask: How are we addressing sexual abuse in our community? What is our policy when abuse is 
suspected? What are the provisions for those who begin to face this harm? Who is trained to engage or 
be the conduit for a wise referral? Do we have a policy if we discover that someone who has abused a 
child is beginning to attend this church? 
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