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Disclaimer
Dear Reader,

Be aware that some victims of abuse could experience difficulty reading certain 
portions of this book because the words might trigger an emotional reaction due 
to past trauma. Therefore, caution needs to be taken by those who have not pro-
cessed the pain of past abuse.

Our prayer is that the truths within these pages will encourage you to move 
toward emotional and spiritual healing.

Yours in the Lord’s hope, 
June
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15

Childhood 
Sexual Abuse

The Secret Storm

“There she is…Miss America…”        1 She graced the Atlantic City run-
way with statuesque beauty and charm. The familiar song wafts 
throughout the auditorium—and into the hearts and homes of 
millions of adoring television viewers.

“There she is…your ideal…” So goes the second line of the song, 
signifying that this 20-year-old embodied all a young American 
woman could hope to be.

Straight-A student, swim champ, gifted musician—yet with 
the winsome appeal of “the girl next door”—Marilyn Van Der-
bur was crowned Miss America. After reigning for a year with 
whirlwind spotlight appearances, she graduated from college Phi 
Beta Kappa and embarked on a highly visible speaking career.

As the epitome of self-confidence and composure, this host 
of 23 television specials served a major corporation for 16 years 
as their only female guest lecturer. Years later, Marilyn stepped 
up to a very different podium, this time to deliver a very differ-
ent message: “Tonight, I break my silence…It means speaking 
the unspeakable word.”  2 She revealed, “From the time I was five 
until I was eighteen and moved away to college, my father sexu-
ally violated me.”  3

As a motivational speaker, Marilyn had a new motivation—
a passion to help other victims break their silence, salvage their 
lives, and be made whole. The description of her hidden hor-
ror has helped other victims reveal their terror and survive their 
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16    How to Rise Above Abuse

shame. Still there are many victims in the midst of their own 
secret storm who inwardly cry…

“My heart is in anguish within me; 
the terrors of death assail me. 

Fear and trembling have beset me; 
horror has overwhelmed me”

(Psalm 55:4-5).

I. Definitions of Childhood Sexual Abuse
Francis Van Derbur beamed with fatherly pride as his youngest daugh-

ter was crowned Miss America. Before the world he boasted, “She’s been a 
lovely girl all her life.”  4

But this loyal father-role was all a façade…for “Van,” as he was called, 
had in no way been a virtuous father, but rather a perverted victimizer. He 
believed he owned his wife and four daughters—he considered them his 
property—therefore, this millionaire socialite felt entitled to do anything he 
wanted with them…anything.  5

A former mayor of Denver, Colorado, described Van as “a figure in the 
state’s history.”  6 Meanwhile, Marilyn and her family knew him as demean-
ing, demanding, and demoralizing. Their innermost cry echoed that of the 
psalmist:

“Turn your ear to me, come quickly to my rescue; 
be my rock of refuge, a strong fortress to save me”

(Psalm 31:2).

A. What Constitutes Childhood Sexual Abuse?
The sound of the garage door going up at night sent a surging stream 

of anxiety through Marilyn like nothing else. As a child, she lay in bed and 
waited…and waited…often for hours, wondering when she would hear the 
quiet scuffle of gray felt slippers approaching her room…then slowly her 
father’s fingers turning the doorknob. As soon as the large figure in the white 
terry cloth robe emerged, Marilyn squeezed her eyes shut—pretending to 
be asleep.  7

And for 13 years, Marilyn recalls, “I pretended not to know what he was 
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	 Childhood Sexual Abuse   17

doing.”  8 But every muscle tightened as the hands of her father swept over 
her body. Marilyn was only five years old when the devastating abuse and 
deceit began. And how many other children like Marilyn feel the heartbreak 
of these words today?

“No one is near to comfort me, 
no one to restore my spirit”

(Lamentations 1:16).

Abuse•	  is mistreatment: using something or someone in an 
inappropriate manner.  9

Abuse —— results in emotional, mental, spiritual, and physical 
harm. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for abuse 
is alal, which can mean “to treat severely, harshly, or cruelly, 
to defile.”  10

Abuse——  is intentional, not accidental.

The Bible does not shy away from acknowledging the reality of abuse:

“They raped her and abused her throughout the night, 
and at dawn they let her go”

(Judges 19:25).

Sexual abuse•	  of a child is any physical, visual, or verbal interac-
tion with a minor by an older child or adult whose purpose is 
sexual stimulation or sexual satisfaction.

Sexual——  abuse victims are boys and girls under the age of 18* 

who have suffered one or many experiences of sexual abuse.
Sexual——  abuse of a child is almost always committed by some-
one the child knows or with whom the child has frequent 
contact.  11

family member	 neighbor
family friend	 coach
babysitter	 church leader

* The age at which a child is considered a minor or underage will vary from country to country.
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18    How to Rise Above Abuse

teacher	 older friend
doctor	 playmate’s older sibling
institutional worker	 daycare worker
mother’s live-in boyfriend or transient suitor

Such familiarity sets the stage for a child to be all the more vulnerable to 
a victimizer. The Bible is not silent about the deceitful schemes of such a vic-
timizer…

Biblical Claim
“He lies in wait like a lion in cover;  
he lies in wait to catch the helpless;  

he catches the helpless  
and drags them off in his net”

(Psalm 10:9).

B. What Is Incest?
Marilyn would lie stiff as a board, but night after night her father would 

overpower her, force himself upon her, violate her body, invade her mind, lac-
erate her soul and spirit. Nothing would dissuade him. Marilyn would open 
wide the windows of her room to let cold air into the room—he still came in. 
She took a little sign from a train that read, “Please go ’way and let me sleep” 
and hung it on her doorknob—he still came in. She pretended she was hav-
ing her period—he still came in. She wouldn’t bathe—he still came in.

Like Job, Marilyn found no safe haven from the terrors she experienced.

“Terrors overwhelm me;  
my dignity is driven away as by the wind, 

my safety vanishes like a cloud”
(Job 30:15).

Incest•	  is sexual interaction with a child or an adolescent by a 
person who is a member of the child’s family—any blood rela-
tive, adoptive relative, or relative by marriage or remarriage.  12

Incest——  usually progresses from subtle touching to sexual fon-
dling and then typically to more extensive sexual activity.  13
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Incestuous——  relationships usually continue over a long period 
of time.  14

Incest•	  occurs primarily in the following relationships (in order 
of predominance):

For a girl—— , her father or stepfather, grandfather, uncle or 
male cousin, older brother, half brother, brother-in-law, 
mother, or other female relative.
For a boy—— , his father or stepfather, grandfather, uncle or 
male cousin, older brother, half-brother, brother-in-law, 
sister, mother, or other female relative.

Biblical Censure

The Bible is not silent about the act of incest…

“No one is to approach any close relative  
to have sexual relations.  

I am the Lord”
(Leviticus 18:6).

(Read Leviticus 18:6-18.)

C. What Is the Difference Between Molestation and Rape?
Even though children have a natural inclination to trust their parents, 

Marilyn knew that what was happening to her had nothing to do with 
fatherly love. In fact, it was rape. All the heinous acts committed against her 
were “about control and winning.”  15

“Whether I was awake with an intense alertness, or awakened by his hands 
touching me, my body was as electrified as if a huge, growling bear were 
standing over my bed just ready to pounce on me. Just the waiting brought 
on feelings of inexpressible dread, of the need to be hyper-alert, ready for bat-
tle, ready for the bear, the warriors with huge knives, my father.”  16

Marilyn could have echoed the words of Job:

“When I think about this, 
I am terrified; trembling seizes my body”

(Job 21:6).
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20    How to Rise Above Abuse

Molestation•	  is unlawful sexual contact.  17

Molestation —— is usually not sexual penetration.
Molestation —— often continues over a period of time.

Rape•	  is both a forceful and nonforceful act resulting in some 
form of sexual penetration.

Rape —— is defined by many law enforcement agencies as 
forced sexual penetration regardless of age, relationship, or 
duration.
Rape —— can be a onetime event or repeated incidents over a 
period of time.

Molestation •	 and rape consist of illegal sexual contact.
Molestation —— and rape are words sometimes used in place 
of the word incest, even when the perpetrator is a family 
member.
Molestation —— and rape are committed primarily by people 
the child knows.

Biblical Consequence
The Bible is not silent about the seriousness of rape…

“If out in the country a man happens to meet a girl 
pledged to be married and rapes her,  

only the man who has done this shall die.  
Do nothing to the girl;  

she has committed no sin deserving death”
(Deuteronomy 22:25-26).

D. What Is the Scope of Childhood Sexual Abuse?
The only way Marilyn could fight back was to mentally and emotionally 

deny what she was physically experiencing. “I would fight with every ounce 
of my being to not feel anything he was doing…Every pore, every muscle, 
every cell of my being had fought from opposite ends…it feels good…I hate 
the feelings [sic].”  18

Marilyn became torn—tormented—like so many childhood sexual abuse 
victims, all of whom can relate to the words of the psalmist:
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“The troubles of my heart have multiplied;  
free me from my anguish”

(Psalm 25:17).

Checklist for Childhood Sexual Abuse

Indirect Sexual Abuse

As a child, did you experience…?

Voyeurism 	� Being stared at while undressing, bath-OO
ing, or urinating

Exhibitionism	� Being exposed to the intentional, inap-OO
propriate nudity of someone much 
older

Lewdness	� Being made to listen to sexual talk or OO
watch sex acts

Pornography	� Being shown sexual pictures, magazines, OO
videos, or movies

Child pornography	� Being made to pose for sexual photo-OO
graphs, videos, or movies

Masturbation 	� Being made to engage in self-stimula-OO
tion of sexual parts while another per-
son observes

Psychological abuse 	� Being teased/ridiculed about private OO
body parts, subjected to sexual name-
calling, or made to feel like a sex object

Direct Sexual Abuse

As a child, did you experience…?

Fondling	� Being touched, stroked, or caressed in OO
sexually sensitive areas, bathed in a way 
that felt sexually intrusive, or made to 
touch the sexual parts of another person
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22    How to Rise Above Abuse

Intimate kissing	 Being kissed in aOO  sexual way
Oral sex	� Being made to perform oral genital  OO

contact
Penetration/rape 	� Being forced into unwanted sexual OO

intercourse or anal sex
Child prostitution	� Being made to perform sex acts for OO

money
Sadism 	� Being subjected to the painful use of OO

objects on sexual parts
Satanic ritual abuse	� Being forced to suffer systematic acts OO

of sadistic sexual abuse in ceremonies 
exalting Satan or evil

Biblical Commitment

The Bible promises justice and hope…

“What the wicked dreads will overtake him;  
what the righteous desire will be granted.  

When the storm has swept by, the wicked are gone, 
but the righteous stand firm forever”

(Proverbs 10:24-25).

E. Who Are the Victims?
The secret is so shaming—the savagery of childhood sexual abuse so crip-

pling—that you tell no one, according to Marilyn. And the family dynamic in 
the Van Derbur household only fueled the frenzied hush. “Telling on others” 
was taboo among the sisters because the one who reported a misdeed received 
a harsher punishment than the one who did something wrong.

And then there was the fact that Marilyn’s oldest sister had been sent off 
to boarding school for being defiant and rebellious. The same would likely 
happen to Marilyn if she said anything. Therefore, the trauma of the sexual 
abuse caused Marilyn to dissociate. She “split” and became two different peo-
ple—to repress what was happening night after night.  19

A “day child” emerged…“happy, sparkly…highly moral.”  20 But then there 
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was the “night child,” often found curled up on her bed in a fetal position…
waiting…only to have her perpetrator pry her arms and legs apart.  21 Together, 
the day child and the night child exemplified the truth of this proverb:

“Even in laughter the heart may ache,  
and joy may end in grief”

(Proverbs 14:13).

Child victims•	  of sexual abuse are any boys or girls who have 
suffered a single instance or many instances of sexual abuse.

Children,——  in legal terms, are referred to as minors.
Children——  (minors) are defined, in the United States, as per-
sons under the age of 18.  22

Child•	  victims have no choice about being abused and no abil-
ity to stop the abuse unless they are trained to resist.

Victims——  are defenseless against the resulting emotional pain.
Victims——  feel overwhelmed, powerless, and totally alone.

Biblical Comfort

The Bible describes God’s concern for victims…

“You, O God, do see trouble and grief;  
you consider it to take it in hand.  

The victim commits himself to you… 
You hear, O Lord, the desire of the afflicted;  

you encourage them, and you listen to their cry”
(Psalm 10:14,17).

F. Who Are the Victimizers?
He was considered a pillar of the community in Denver. Marilyn’s mother 

considered him an Adonis, the Greek god. And she was the picture of the 
submissive wife—to a fault.  23

Van rose to prominence in the business community after he married and 
purchased his wife’s family company. Not only was he a founding trustee of 
the Denver Civic Center and a board member of the Denver Center for the 
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24    How to Rise Above Abuse

Performing Arts, but this father of four daughters was ironically president of 
the Denver Area Boy Scouts Council.  24

Just as Marilyn became two people—day child and night child—Francis 
Van Derbur was a friendly philanthropist by day and a family perpetrator by 
night. His daytime giving stood in sharp contrast to his nighttime groping. 
How well his life mirrored this scriptural contrast:

“The good man brings good things  
out of the good stored up in him,  

and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him”
(Matthew 12:35).

Perpetrators

Adult Seducers of Children

Family Members•	  (familial perpetrators)
Are most frequently fathers and stepfathers——
Prefer sex with children who are merely available and ——
vulnerable—that is, their own children

Pedophiles•	  (preferential perpetrators)  25

Are considerably older than their victims and demonstrate ——
a preference for prepubescent children while having little 
or no sexual interest in their own peers
Primarily victimize nonfamily members (averaging 90 vic-——
tims, whereas familial pedophiles abuse an average of two 
victims)

Predators•	  (chance perpetrators)
Do not have a true preference for children, but will have ——
sex with a child just because the child is available or in 
order to seek revenge
Feel angry, bored, or powerless and thus set out in search of ——
anyone to violate sexually, with children often being acces-
sible and easy prey
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