Hello, Dear!

I call you “dear” because you are my fellow human (and. I believe you matter) and,
because you are dear to the person sharing this with you. They care about your
relationship.

I'm Helen. I am writing to you because I work as o mentel health therapist. In my
work, I often see relationships impacted. when o person. leaves what has been a.
shared religion. This letter isn't therapy, but I hope youll find helpjul injormation
it

Bejore you. dive in, I want to prepare you jor what to expect. In this letter, youll
jind e Lot of injormation on the experiences of people who leave o joith community.
There is o lot of injormation and it includes exercises to try together. I recommend
taking breaks ajter each exercise to give yoursell time to process. Exercise prompts
are underlined throughout the letter.

Throughout this letter I rejer to the person sharing this with you as your beloved,
to ajfirm the bond that is present in their desire to preserve the relationship.

With this new injormation (of their choosing to leave) you may experience grief It
is a common experience to grieve your beloved, leaving the jaith community thot
you hove shared.

Common, grie} experiences include denial, bargaining, anger, depression. Those
tynically happen before acceptance. In grie}'s nonlinear Jashion, you might jeel
accepting one day anol angry the next. In your grief, you might take personally your
beloved's decision and. find yourselj thinking, “I've juiled. in this relationship!”
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Why might you not want to share your griej-reloted, thoughts and jeelings with your
beloved? Toke 6. moment to imagine o different perspective.

Imagine you discovered something deeply meaninglul to you. It may have been the
realization that you eel most alive when youre engaged in creativity, learning, or
even practicing your jaith. Imagine that when you made this discovery of, something
that mattered deeply to you, someone close to you proclaimed, “Because youve
chosen that, I have Joiled. in our relationship!” or, “I'm so distraught that you would
choose this!"or, “I'm grieving (your engaging with what matters to you). You have to
be patient with me!”

Make a note of what that would be like for you.

Is there a sting of rejection? Rejection, isolation, and loss of jamily or community
support are some of the most painjul experiences peaple have upon. leaving what was
once their religion.

So, why would your beloved risk such difficulty & disruption?
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Peaple take risks like these because of what matters deeply to them.

I don't know what that is jor your person. Sometimes it's that people care about gender equality
or LGBTQ+ human rights and see that those values arent shared, by their church. Sometimes
it's that they simply don't believe and. asserting that they do isn't consistent with how they want
to embody their values of honesty and. integrity.

What I am certain of is that your beloved has their reasons and. that those reasons connect with
what matters deeply to them - their personal values.

I} you are able to be curious with them, you might ask them to share those values with you. This
is not jor you to try to argue or convince them. It is a vulnerable risk jor your beloved. to share
what is precious to them with you People do sometimes experience family rejection. Their
vulnerahility is a gijt of showing up as themsell, in your relationship. It is up to you to choose
whether to receive it.

When you're up Jor it (whether soon or 6 long time jrom now) keep in mind that being open and,
curious without judgment is a relationship skill.

It's also possible that your beloved may not want to discuss this with you. Just as it's important
Jor people to respect your boundaries, it is important to support your beloved's. I} your beloved,
is with you as you read, this, pause here and discuss what boundaries are needed, for o healthy,
relationship. Try to both identily 3 supportive boundaries.

Remember that yowre reading this letter because you matter to them. Their leaving your church
is not leaving the relationshi.p.

Saome peaple who leave the church they have been in leave behind. religion completely. Some
change to another that more closely fits what matters to them.



It may be strange to read. that your beloved, leaving the church represents their
values in action. You may have gotten the message somewhere that people who leave
the church are lost, immoral, or that it's your responsibility to “save” them.

I youre willing, toke o moment and write down what comes to mind, about people
who leave the church.

Now, try holding the paper with those thoughts up to your Jace so it's all that you
see. When you're holding them so close, do you lose sight of your beloved? Of the
relationship?

Your beloved believes your faith is deeply important to you. I} they have been harmed,
in your church community, it may make this o difjicult topic jor the two of you. Check
in. Is this something you can talk about or an area where the relationship needs
boundaries? Remember, your previously shared. religion is not the only part of the
relationship. Will the relationship be lost because you see things difjerently, or will
you choose together to protect it?

On the next page, you can work with your beloved to create a shield or emblem that
represents the most important qualities of, your relotionship - your shared,
relationship values. On the banner you can write the values themselves or a motto
that represents them.r




Our Relationship Values




Lake some time to discuss what you might do together, or how you treat eachother,
when your actions are guided, by your shared relationship values. Make o note of
what you come up with.

At the beginning of this letter, I mentioned. griej being 6. normal experience ana that
it may not be helpjul to the relationship to share your thoughts and. jeelings of grie}
with your beloved. The reason. jor this suggested, boundary is that giving your
beloved. your grie} about them impacts the relationship as rejection, which, (I
imagine) is contrary to your relationship values.

We reviewed. how your beloved's choices connect with their personal values and you
were invited. to write down. the beliefs/messages/thoughts you have about peaple
who leave religion. You noticed how when you jocus on these messages you can lose
sight of the relationship. Together you explored your relationship values and what
happens when you put them into action.

Dear one, i you are struggling and., need. space to process your thoughts and,
jeelings, I hope you will [ind. it in ways that connect with your values. Many peaple
jind journaling helpjul. I} you need o neutral person to process with, you may
benejit jrom working with o therapist.



I} you jound. the exercises in this letter helpjul, you might connect with ACT -
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy - an approach to therapy that supports you
in novigating peinjul thoughts & feelings to connect with your velues.

I am such o therapist, supporting individuals navigating deconstruction through
ACT, in Virginia. I often experience that the people I work with struggle with
navigating their jamily relationships in this process. This letter is not a replacement
jor therapy. It is intended. to help you start, or have a few new tools, jor the
conwersation.

I believe in the importance of relationships. We need. our go-to people. While it can
certainly change things when someone leaves 6. once-shared, community, it's
important to remember that leaving the community, isnt the same thing as choosing
to leave the relationship.

Final thoughts: mutual kindness, respect and trust are necessary in healthy
relationships. When peaple, included you and your beloved, Jind. clarity in their
personal values, embraocing whaot matters to them, they often become less tolerant of
what's not a good. it for them. Today, you have a relationship. I hope that continues
as you both take action guided by your relationship values.

Thank you jor being o person that your beloved. chooses to share their vulnerable
selj with. Relationships where we can choose to show up vulnerably, are needed and,
precious.

With Care,
Helen Dempsey-Henojer LCSW



