
“Traveling through Change” 

Heidi’s Journey 

When I look back on my spiritual life journey, I can see how far I have come. The metaphor of 

climbing the face of a steep mountain comes to mind; harrowing at times, injuries may come along 

the way, with an occasional ledge for a brief rest, to take in the view, but then back to the climb, 

onward to the top. 

Only God knew what he was preparing me for; a hope and a future… 
 
I’ll begin in the early 70’s which were very turbulent years within my family of origin. I was a 

young teenager, struggling with my identity (as teenagers often do), and with the deep 

complications of my family. These were the years of hippies and hitchhiking, so I packed my 

backpack and with a friend, I left home at the early age of 16. I traveled to Idaho for the summer 

and joined in with a communal house, an organization called “Shiloh.” During the late 1960’s and 

70’s this organization hosted many communal houses in key cities across the U.S. 

From society's standpoint, Shiloh was doing a lot of good charitable work; caring for people in 

tangible ways by taking in the homeless, and families, providing shelter, food, clothing etc. I 

appreciated the work they were doing, and wanted to be a part of it and at first, I felt valued and 

accepted. 

In the beginning Shiloh had a Christian focus. The first experiences with Shiloh seemed to be 

good. It provided some healthy structure for me as a teen, and we were engaged in meaningful 

work, along with an occasional recreational outing, (picnic, hike or river rafting). But the true 

Christian focus was eventually lost, through the lack of caring for its members, it then became 

what I would now call a harmful High Demand Group, by exploiting its members for the 

organizations financial profit. We were moved from one location to another, being pushed through 

long hours of work and soon all of our time was given toward the group’s agenda. There was little 

or no time to develop any sense of our own personal identity, and we  were continuously 

encouraged to lose ourselves for the sake of Christ. We were often sent out on the streets, to share 

the gospel or good news, but this was far more of a recruitment strategy to gather in more Shiloh 

members. We were told that we were following the true gospel and we were on 



the front line, doing the true work of Christ while other churches and organizations were 

considered complacent in their Christian walk, and to leave Shiloh meant we would be out of Gods 

best plan for us. 

This organization was heavy on peer pressure and leadership authority. Denial of self was 

emphasized. We had little in the way of personal possessions, and we were required to give over 

our paychecks for any and all work time. One particular scripture was promoted: “Whoever wants 

to be my disciple must deny himself and take up his/her cross and follow me” (Luke 9:23). 

Scriptures such as these, were used with a spin, to kept us working hard for the organization. We 

were hooked in a cycle of performance both to appease the peer pressure and become acceptable 

to God. 

“Performance-based religion shames people for struggling, asking, doubting, feeling, or resting.” 

Jeff VanVonderen - Author “Tired of Trying to Measure Up” 

After 10 years of its existence, the founder of Shiloh was confronted for problematic doctrine, a 

variety of hypocrisies and gross mismanagement of funds, the organization dissolved. Members 

were now dispersing and many were experiencing chaos and confusion. Many of the former 

members created small community groups, moving into local areas and into new churches all 

across the country without examining or understanding the false teachings they had been under for 

years. 

It was during this time that I met a man who also had been involved in Shiloh. It was shortly after 

we met that he wanted to marry me…I had strong reservations about him, but part of my 

conditioning thru Shiloh had been “if there is a difference between your viewpoint vs your leader’s 

viewpoint, the leader is right and you are wrong.” Scriptures such as Heb 13:17 on obeying your 

leaders, were commonly applied. So, when I tried to talk out my concerns to the remaining 

leadership…I was unfortunately offered faulty counsel, corrected and persuaded to marry him. 

Not trusting my own instincts, lead me into a horrible marriage, to a man who turned out to be an 

alcoholic/drug addict, and violent abuser who went into rages which often lead into physical 

violence. During the time I was married, we had been attending a local Church with some former 



Shiloh members along with others from the surrounding community. The local pastor was as ridged 

and legalistic in his Christian views as Shiloh had been. When I tried to gain help from this pastor 

and church for the abuse I was experiencing I was again given scripture on submitting and denial 

of myself in order to please God, even to the point of telling me that if I left this marriage I would 

be out of God's will and potentially lose my relationship with God and would suffer the negative 

consequences. 

After five years of trying to apply this distorted theology, I had finally had enough. The unfeeling, 

twisted counsel by this pastor and members of this church, and during this time giving birth to my 

son with disabilities, I could no longer hold up, “If God is loving (I thought), then he will 

understand why I can no longer stay” so to protect both my son and myself – I took my chances 

and I moved out! 

This was the beginning of my recovery, and of trusting myself (my God given intuitions). I began 

attending a Presbyterian church and it was there I became connected to a different view of God 

and of Jesus Christ, one of Grace and understanding. This new pastor, upon hearing my story and 

the abuse I had endured in the name of what was supposed to be “Christian” referred me to a 

professional counselor for guidance and support. After filing for a divorce, I began attending a 

community college, landed a part-time job at a local radio station and devoted my attention to 

caring for and spending time with my disabled son. Along the way I found the support of a few 

friends, and worked at regaining my true identity. 

When we don’t know what we need to be looking for, spiritual abuse can be subtle and catch us 

off guard. This was the case with me, not having a solid understanding of religious abuse recovery, 

set me up for a couple of bad experiences further along in my journey, which added wounds I 

certainly did not need. I moved to a new area of California where many of the local churches were 

strongly influenced by what may be referred to as “The latter Rain movement” this, along with 

narcissistic injury had brought about these difficult experiences. It is truly unfortunate that some 

of our Christian culture today has been influenced by this movement. 

After these experiences I dedicated myself all the more to my own recovery through counseling, 

and the pursuit of formalized educational studies in theology, psychology, and life recovery 



coaching, later adding to my education by attending a Colorado counseling training program, 

earning a level II in addiction and codependency studies, in addition, I learned to identify and heal 

from narcissistic abuse. Through all of my life experience and studies, I believe I have formed a 

beneficial context, whereas to offer understanding and healing to others who have been drawn into 

destructive relational and spiritual systems. 

During the time of moving through those years of my own recovery, I deeply desired to assist 

others who have walked through the painful journey of relational and spiritual abuse. Raising my 

son with special needs took me down another road with an additional set of challenges, though he 

has been a delight, there has also been much to contend with over the years as I have raised him. 

In 2010 when my son was in his mid-twenties, we moved from California to Colorado, so that he 

could attend a special training center for the blind. Over the next few years as my son  and I settled 

into a new life in Colorado, I began searching for an organization or group that specialized in 

helping others recover from the damaging wounds of spiritual abuse, and through what I believe 

to be divine providence, I eventually met my now beloved husband Pat, who also had his own story 

and journey of recovery from involvement in an aberrant form of Christianity. Pat’s strong desire 

to help those who have come out of aberrant groups, was a match for my own heart. 

In different ways both Pat and I have pursued educational endeavors in the field of religious abuse 

and recovery, with Pat earning his PhD in this field in 2019. As I conclude this brief fly over of 

my story, it is a success to say we have a wonderful marriage and now host an organization together 

called Becoming Free which helps those who have come out of many diverse versions of spiritual 

abuse. The broken pieces of both of our pasts came together to form an incredible future… “a 

mosaic” a mosaic of love and hope. 

So, I leave you with this final thought; that in your own recovery journey, though it can take years 

to process all you may have gone through, and at times feel like your progress is slow, each step 

forward into your recovery is your step forward into a better future. There are many resources out 

there to help you acquire understanding about what you have been through and to 



assist you in learning to know, trust and value yourself, stay with your recovery and see what 

good things are ahead for you! 

Please check out our additional resources and our life recovery coaching page, it would be our 

honor to assist you on your journey of recovery. 

Heidi I. Knapp 
Becoming Free, LLC 
www.BecomingFree.org 
bfreecoaching.org@gmail.com 
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