Safe Space

We all want and need safe space in our lives.  We need a place where we can be perfectly honest about ourselves without fear of judgment, condemnation, or rejection.  We need people who will accept us, forgive us, and love us unconditionally.  
Unfortunately, too many of the places in this world that are supposed to be safe  are not.  Families shame and reject children.  Marriages fall victim to infidelity and selfishness.  And even churches judge and condemn.
A huge part of the appeal of the Christian religion is that it promises that God is safe – that we don’t have to be afraid of God.  But unfortunately, too often, the church is a place of fear.  Of course, a lot of the fear of the church is created by those who preach God’s judgment more than God’s grace and lot of the fear of the church is experienced by those who are not a part of the church, but even within churches that preach a gospel of grace, there may not be safe space.


In the church in general, and in particular in OPC, we are afraid of each other.  We’re afraid of getting rid of things out because “people might get their feelings hurt.”  We’re afraid of changing things because “people might not like it.”  We’re afraid of making hard decisions because “people might leave the church.”  We’re afraid of admitting what’s really going on for us for fear of judgment.  We’re afraid of saying what we really think because of fear of rejection.  We’re afraid of talking about our real issues because the love of the church seems a lot more conditional than unconditional.  The real issues in our lives: addiction, depression, abuse, infidelity, unemployment and the real feelings in our lives: guilt, shame, despair, confusion, fear – maybe we can talk about them behind closed doors, but never out in the open.  We have made the unwritten rule that “Church is not the place where we talk about things like that.”  Unfortunately, what that means is that the church is not a safe space.  

Even within the church, we are so afraid of making other people uncomfortable and afraid of what other people think of us that we’re unable to be real.  We assume people will be upset with decisions we make and so we don’t do anything bold.  We assume that people will judge us and so we don’t admit what’s really going on.  We assume that the church is not a safe space and so it is not a safe space.


Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying we should try to hurt each other feelings or we should just say what we’re thinking, whenever we want, without regard to how it will impact other people, or that we should always say exactly what’s going on, regardless of the context or the situation, but we have almost become captive to the boogie man of “what someone else will think.”

3 practices that I know happen in churches all over the place and that I’ve witnessed (and probably reinforced) here at OPC that contribute to the church being an unsafe place:


1)  “If you don’t do it my way, I’m leaving the church.” 
2) Church decision makers undermining what they believe is the right decision because someone threatened to leave the church or they are afraid someone will be upset.

3) Triangulation.  That’s when you have an issue with person A and instead of going to person A with that issue you go complain to person B.  (Whether or not you hope person B will relay your complaint to person A; whether or not you hope person B will mention your name to person A in relation to your complaint.)

Jesus gives us a very clear and straightforward way to express our disagreements within the church, and his reasoning here is not arbitrary or outdated – it still applies.  Go directly to the person you have a concern with.  (There’s more steps to the process but I think this is the most important and also the hardest.  It’s also the one that creates the most safety).

Open and direct communication is essential to the healthy functioning of any organization, especially the church.  Christ founded his church to be a safe place and to be a place where we model unconditional love.  And when we say “If you don’t do it my way, I’m leaving” we model conditional love.  What we say is, “I’ll only be your brother in Christ or sister in Christ if...” which is exactly the opposite of Christ’s message and example.  If our leaders give in to that pressure and waver from what they think is right for fear of losing said members, what we are saying is “We need that member more than we need to be a place of unconditional love.”  When we triangulate, we’re saying that we don’t trust each other to forgive or to work things out.  We don’t trust our brothers and sisters in Christ to respond with respect, grace, and unconditional love.  We don’t believe that our fellow Christians will forgive us seventy seven times and we don’t believe our fellows Christians will be willing to ask for our forgiveness seventy seven times.

We have a lot of hard decisions to make in the next year.  We are going to have to make decisions which will not make everybody happy.  Even the decision to do nothing will not make everybody happy.  But Jesus gave us this model for conflict resolution because he wanted the church to be a safe place.  He wanted the church to be a place where people felt like they could be honest with each other, where they could trust each other, and where they could communicate openly with each other.  A place of forgiveness, respect, and dialog.  He wanted the church to model unconditional love.  

During this next year, I can just about guarantee that at one point or another, everyone of us will feel uncomfortable, everyone of us will feel upset, and everyone will disagree with someone else.  But it’s up to us whether we proceed with love, trust, respect, and forgiveness or whether we allow ourselves to practice unhealthy behaviors, to lose trust in each other, and to make our love conditional.  Because if we can’t create a safe place to work through issues about the future of the church, how can we create a safe place to work through issues like abuse, depression, addiction, and infidelity?  And if we are not safe with each other, how will people who haven’t heard the gospel feel safe with us?

When we follow God’s way we create a safe church.  When we go directly to one another we demonstrate God’s unconditional love, we demonstrate our trust in each other, and we demonstrate our belief in forgiving and being forgiven.  When we communicate directly to one another, we no longer have to be afraid of what other people think of us.  When we speak openly and honestly with each other, we create safety among ourselves, even as we create safety for visitors and those who have never heard the gospel.

Brothers and sisters, God is safe.  Let us make his church a safe place.
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