BEYOND BETRAYAL SOUL CARE & COACHING
Words That Wound, Words That Heal
A quick-reference guide to language that shames abuse survivors — and what to say instead
The words we reach for in a hard conversation are rarely intended to hurt — but certain phrases, however common or well-meaning, quietly shift responsibility from the person who caused harm onto the person who was harmed. This kind of language increases self-blame and can re-traumatize a survivor in the very moment they are trying to be brave, and teaches them that it isn't safe to bring the rest of their story to you. Keep this sheet near your worksheet on making church a safe place, and return to it before any conversation where sexual sin, abuse, or betrayal may come up.
Victim-Blaming Language
These questions, even gently said, imply the survivor had control over what happened to them or could have prevented it.
	Instead of saying…
	Try saying…

	“Why didn't you just leave?”
	“That must have been so hard to navigate. Can you tell me more about what it was like?”

	“What were you wearing?”
	“I'm so sorry this happened to you.”

	“Why didn't you call the police?”
	“You get to decide what steps feel right for you — I'm here to support whatever that looks like.”

	“You should have told someone sooner.”
	“Thank you for telling me now. I'm glad you felt safe enough to share this.”

	“Why were you walking alone at night?”
	“This wasn't your fault.”


Minimization and Dismissive Language
These phrases, even said to comfort, tell a survivor that their pain is smaller than it feels, or that healing has a deadline.
	Instead of saying…
	Try saying…

	“It could have been worse.”
	“What happened to you matters, and your pain is real.”

	“You are being too sensitive.”
	“It makes sense that this still affects you.”

	“It was just a joke.”
	“I hear that this hurt you, and that matters more than what was intended.”

	“Let's just put it in the past.”
	“Healing isn't a straight line — take whatever time you need.”


Invalidating and Guilt-Inducing Language
These responses question a survivor's memory or character, or press them toward a resolution before they are ready.
	Instead of saying…
	Try saying…

	“Are you sure that's how it happened?”
	“I believe you.”

	“You played a part in this.”
	“The responsibility for this belongs to the person who caused the harm — not you.”

	“Forgive and forget.”
	“Forgiveness, if and when it comes, is between you and God, on your own timeline.”

	“Why did you stay?”
	“There are so many reasons someone might stay, and none of them make this your fault.”


A Word Before You Speak
You will not always find the perfect sentence, and that's alright — presence matters more than eloquence. When in doubt, say less, listen longer, and let “I believe you” and “this was not your fault” carry more weight than any explanation, verse, or advice you feel pressure to offer in the moment.
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