Episode 381
[00:00:00] 
Natalie: Welcome to episode 381 of the Flying Free podcast. so excited about today's conversation because I get to talk with Tia Levins. She is the author of the New York Times bestseller, The Well-Trained Wife, and now her newest book, which is so incredibly healing, I Belong to Me. Tia, I feel like I already know you just from reading your books.
Tia: Yes, you definitely know a lot more about me than I do you, and that's a very frequent experience I have.
Natalie: yeah, that's okay.
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: glad you're here so we can get to know you even better face to
Tia: Hmm.
Natalie: So welcome.
Tia: Thank you
Natalie: All right. Before we get started, I just wanna explain to my regular list- watchers, I guess. My listeners wouldn't know the difference. But, what's going on behind me, because if you watch the Flying Free podcast videos on YouTube, you might notice that my studio is gone. I'm just sitting here in my bedroom with no podcast mic [00:01:00] even. So I'm hoping that my audio editor can make this sound good and, uh, you know, I've got a very unprofessional bed behind me. It's just
Tia: It's a pretty bed. It's a pretty bed.
Natalie: Thank you. I am in the middle of selling this house and moving, but you know what? I think we could have a great conversation in a prison cell.
Tia: Yes, we could.
Natalie: do that, but I'm just saying. I'm pretty sure that with Tia, it's gonna be a fantastic conversation. So I read your two books back to back, means that
Tia: Wow!
Natalie: in my head for a while there. I listened to your first book on Audible,
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: was a lot of fun. I f- I feel like you're an old
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: in common. Why don't you first, before we get into your new book,
Tia: Mm-hmm.
Natalie: just for people who might not even know about your fir- first book, tell us a little bit about that and, and maybe, um, a little bit about the work that you do, why you wrote your book. Also, uh, how was it received by other people, and how did writing that book impact your life?
That's a lot
Tia: Yeah. I know, I know, but the [00:02:00] story kind of streamlines into itself. Um, and I am gonna caveat again, my cat just jumped up behind my laptop, um, and she's determined. Let me see if I can give her more treats. So, A Well-Trained Wife is the story of how I got into and out of a very high control Christian patriarchy cult Let me say that again, Christian patriarchy cult, um, that is currently in power in our government today.
So it is both a memoir in hindsight and a prophecy of what's coming. The reason why I wrote it was originally my therapeutic journals. I was trying to name what I had lived through, what my experiences were. I grew up in a mainstream Southern Baptist church, but I, uh, married into a more high-control situation with a high-control man who was very, uh, religious and devout, and, um, that landed us in a Doug Wilson church, which if you are familiar with Pete Hegseth and his shenanigans with Doug Wilson, CNN has highlighted that recently, um, that's the church I was from, and it [00:03:00] was technically a cult.
I was excommunicated, um, for writing in my own name the stories in the book. And, um, and then I escaped a very harrowing domestic violence situation a few months after that. And so learning how to name that, understand what I'd been through, why it happened, was all part of a long therapeutic walk, and I didn't ever expect I was gonna sell it or tell it on a large scale.
But then when our country changed and it started coming for my country, uh, basically everything I had run away from was rising in political power,
Natalie: Hmm.
Tia: that the only person who can tell others what it's like to live that way is somebody who survived it. There are very few people like me in that I went through the extremity of it, got out, did my therapeutic work, be able to talk about it and write about it in ways that don't further harm me, um, and also can write well.
So I knew I was uniquely positioned to share this, and I just doubled down on making that kind of my [00:04:00] life's work because it was so reclaiming for me to take this hard thing and make something helpful with it and translate for others. This is why they're taking our rights. This is why they're pushing us to have as many babies as possible.
This is why, you know, all of these big cultural shifts are happening, and we, you know, we see it around us and it's in our headlines, but you can't really understand it until you know what they're going for with the family model. That's really the crux of the whole thing and, um, and men in control and Christian patriarchy.
So, um, so that's what A Well-Trained Wife is. I sometimes call it the real-life prequel to The Handmaid's Tale because before there was Gilead, there was America, and it was Christian nationalist. Um, and then as soon as I started talking about it online, which, um, culminated around the time that Shiny Happy People came out on Amazon, um, 'cause the Duggar family, some people are familiar with the Duggars, that was the same cult group that I was in initially,
Natalie: Mm-hmm.
Tia: in my early marriage.
And Uh, they were wondering, how did you heal? [00:05:00] How did you put yourself back together? How can we survive religious trauma? And this was during a time when terms like religious trauma and deconstruction and ex-evangelical and cult escape stories were really finding their way in place in the, in the vernacular.
And so, um, lots of people are identifying their religious trauma and questioning their faith and deconstructing what it means to be a person of faith apart from the Christian nationalism that's taken over the country. How, you know, what is it like to step away from that? What is it like to regain a sense of self when we come from faith traditions that, like, demolish any sense of self that we have?
Um, and so I had done that work in tandem with the rise of writing my memoir and, and releasing it. And so it really kind of wrote itself quite naturally from the healing journey that I had taken. It was about 15 years of intense trauma therapy that is also highly relevant to people who are navigating the influences of Christian fundamentalism and [00:06:00] high-control religion, covert narcissism, toxic religion, all of these things we have in our culture.
And I would venture to say most of us live under the influence of Christian fundamentalism now because it's in our government. Like, there's not a day that goes by that we don't have something in our headlines motivated from this place, and we find it very distressing and destabilizing. And so I Belong To Me really speaks into that, how we recover from it, how we get through it, and how we navigate these waters
Natalie: Yeah. Yeah. So have you, what kind of kickback have you received, if, if any?
Tia: Yeah, I, knock on wood, very little. Um, I am very fortunate. Uh, Macmillan is my publisher, and they put both books through a very, very rigorous fact-checking process with a legal editor, and everything in the book has been affirmed. It has a receipt. If I didn't have that, I wasn't allowed to say that. Um, and it's my lived experience, so I really don't find that people argue with lived experience too much.
The [00:07:00] people who, um, I call out and name know that it's true, um, and that is the burden for any kind of pushback like that. You have to be able to prove that they're lying. And for example, um, Trump is rumored to have a bowel problem and poops his pants. He never sues anybody who says that, likely because it comes up in discovery.
So, you know, it's that kind of a thing. If you are saying something hard about somebody and it's true, they don't, they can't push back. They, they have to let it be. So, um, I don't r- I don't experience a lot of that, and when I do, um, it's usually stemming from someone's trauma or their defense of their system or a confusion.
And so we can often clear much of that up in conversation
Natalie: Hmm, that's neat.
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: Wow. Well, I can relate to a lot of, uh, a lot of what, uh, the whole Bill Gothard thing.
Tia: 嗯。 Oh
Natalie: I was [00:08:00] excommunicated from John Piper's church. So are you familiar with
Tia: yeah.
Natalie: Piper?
Tia: Yes
Natalie: Yeah. And I have extend- my hu- my ex-husband's r- uh, family, extended family were part of Doug Wilson's church. So there's all kinds of like,
Tia: Yes, overlap. Yes.
Natalie: Yeah.
Tia: Yeah. These men all relate to one another and connect and, you know, yes, comrade, fellow. It's nice, yeah
Natalie: of us were caught in the crosshairs of all of that.
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: love how you titled your books. Uh, The
Tia: Thank you
Natalie: Wife is about how you were programmed to belong to everyone else but
Tia: Right. Right
Natalie: you were taught that this was God's purpose and plan for you. then I Belong To Me is the big shift, right?
Tia: Right? It really is.
Natalie: God's plan all along is
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: gives us each a gift to nourish and cherish, and that gift is our one life. It is the precious person who has our name. She is important, and she is ours, all ours, and that is the truth. I think [00:09:00] that lesson right there is the crux of it all, doing all that we can to heal that person, that's a journey.
You said you mentioned 15 years.
Tia: Mm-hmm.
Natalie: you talk about that journey just a little bit? Um, it's been longer than that now, right?
Tia: Yes, now it has been. Um, so I started... Well, I mean, it- the starting point's always kind of hard to measure, right? 'Cause the, my first, my mind first cracked, like, the, I call my first cult crack, my daughter's death in 19- 1999, which is the midpoint of Well-Trained Wife, and it is very much the, it's an open spoiler.
Um, Clara absolutely changed my life, and it came at a time, that whole experience came at a time when I, uh, was probably at the peak of mind control, where I had given so much of myself and my own thoughts away, and she cracked that open. I was not able to go back to who I had been, um, after I lost her.
Trying to knock this cat down again. Thank you. [00:10:00] Um, 'cause she will, she will hang up on us if I don't knock her off the table. Um, and she's fine, everybody, if anyone's worried about the cat. Um, so I, um, it was stages. You know, it was, like, seven years of mental assertion. I was trying to find, from that point on, trying to find the best way to stay within the framework and make it work, while still edging out a little space for myself, a room of my own, uh, an identity.
Um, those are the years that we did a lot of, um, of arty, artsy type, uh, Western Civ type creativity, Hidden Art of Homemaking, Edith Schaeffer. Um, you know, how can I be the very best Christian wife and mother that Tia can be and still fit in this framework? And that's actually what led us to Doug Wilson.
So, you know, he has this attractive feasting and zesty life, Christian life, and the men are, you know, zesty men for God, and the women are, you know, [00:11:00] warriors next to them. And so I was like, "Okay, well, I can do this. I can, I can be this, like, Luther-esque type, um, uh, Christian nationalist," I guess. I mean, I don't even really remember what we called ourselves anymore sometimes.
But we just thought we were, you know, really changing America for God. And, and then when it almost took our lives, I mean, my escape is a near murder-suicide, so it is very harrowing. Um, and the, the weeks and the months that led up to that were a full-on psychotic break on my husband's stan- part, and was going, it was going to kill me one way or the other, and I realized this was life or death, and I wasn't willing to die for it.
I had already given everything of myself, um, to fade into the i- identity and to forget who I was and to betray who I was in order to support this, um, image I wasn't willing to die for it, and I wasn't willing to lose my children over it. Um, and so I escaped. And so that 15-year journey really kinda starts then, but I [00:12:00] didn't even know I was in such severe shock.
You know, I wa- I, I, in I Belong To Me, I spend several chapters talking about what it's like to really be in an extended form of shock after being in a complex, um, trauma situation.
Natalie: Mm-hmm.
Tia: and it, we didn't have language for this. This barely existed in 2007. I got out. I didn't know what I'd lived through. I didn't understand that even I had been in a domestic violence, intimate partner violence situation.
I didn't know what vocabulary to use or what, um, how to hold the weight of those definitions, you know? When I, when I realized I was contending, like, I, I had experienced marital rape, it really changed the way I looked at the sexuality in my whole marriage, and that felt very heavy. Like, I, I had so many, like, religious explanations for why our dynamic was the way it was, and I had applied magical thinking and romance to it and justification.
And then when I like, "Oh, no, actually the world looks at non-consensual [00:13:00] sex as rape," that changed everything, you know? And so it was like those spin moments where the perspective would completely shift, and then I would have to both learn how to hold that shift and navigate to the next thing. Um, it really felt like trailblazing.
Like, I was constantly in territory where the therapeutic community was trying to figure it out as fast as I was experiencing it. And some of that is true. We were exploding online, and the, uh, resources available were being written as, as I was finding them. So, um, I really... A Well-Trained Wife is, you know, it had its developmental years.
I had 10, 10 years of writing that book, and that was a big chunk of my therapeutic journey of the 15 of, that I was healing. And it was, uh, kind of a s- 12 steppy sort of progression. As, you know, it had sequence in it, and it had chapters in it. And when you get to the end of any 12-step program, you, you reach a hand back for the person behind you, and you help them [00:14:00] through.
And when I got to that place where I realized solidarity with fellows matters so much to me, that I had so much experience that debunked the myths that keep people locked in time and locked in place, um, I knew I could speak right into that and, and help others just by being transparent. Um, you know, it's really just an experience, strength, and hope kind of sharing that I do, and it makes it seem like I Belong To Me is maybe a memoir.
It's maybe a hybrid, but it's personal sharing for the benefit of someone else to see themselves in it. And I hope that readers, um, relate to it and see their own journeys more than they internalize my own, if that makes sense.
Natalie: Oh,
Tia: Yeah.
Natalie: that they, I think that
Tia: Yes.
Natalie: Yeah. One of the first things I underlined in your newest book, I Belong To Me, is trauma is a thief. And I wrote in this, I wrote in the side, "Oh, wow." I, I wrote, I wrote, "OMG, so [00:15:00] true," because it just... It's like the gift that keeps giving
Tia: Right
Natalie: stealing, I should say. you talk a little bit about that just to validate how even people who get out,
Tia: Mm-hmm.
Natalie: st- there's still so much that it's has stolen from you, that it continues to steal, and yet there is hope. Like, how do you put those two things together?
Tia: Yeah, that was the angry betrayal I felt of I was left holding the bag. I had been the good girl, the really good ideal Christian girl. I had followed every single letter to the law. I had given my blood, sweat, and tears. I'd been pregnant nine times in 10 years. I had five babies, three of them at home. You know, I did the things to like, they would say, "Here's good," and I would say, "I'm gonna do it the best ever," you know?
And then I was left holding these consequences, and that is how it is by design. The consequences are held by mostly women behind scenes, behind doors, and we never hear from them or know their names. [00:16:00] And that is emulated even in the Bible, where we have these objectified stories of women and not their names.
Um, and that really stuck with me for a long time. I was very angry. I was very bitter. And of course, we have all these, like, language-shaming devices about bitterness and anger. You're not supposed to feel them, you know. Like, they're shut down. But that fire is what helps us heal and change things. And when I realized that, when I realized, like, my anger and my grief were justified, and dealing with it would help me change things, it changed how I looked at the things that made me bitter.
It told me, bitterness tells me where the betrayal has happened. It tells me where, um, the wrong, the injustice has happened, and my fire is what I need to fuel what it's going to take to change or address or expose. And so we can't suppress those things. And also, it's all tied up with grief. So when I'm talking about trauma as a thief, that's real loss, loss of my years, loss of my identity, my potential, what could have happened, all the things [00:17:00] that were supposed to have happened but couldn't because of what did.
You know, that's in a lot of people's stories. Um, they were cheated. They were cheated out of what they were promised or what they believed or what, um, really we are entitled to as, as dignified people. Um, and, and contending with that is ongoing. It's not something that's over, you know? It's like, oh yeah, there are, there are things and years and experiences I will never get back, and all the best I can do is accept it and change the way going forward.
Natalie: Yeah, exactly. There are e- even, uh, you know, I think about the women that I've worked with who are financially set back
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: rest of their lives. They're not... They're never going to have that financial security or security or stability because they chose to get out of a situation, and that was taken, that was also taken away from them, even though they
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: their life into that marriage or their husband's education or their husband's career or whatever.[00:18:00] 
And so anyway, there's, there's... That's just one layer, but
Tia: That's just one of many, but it's common, yeah
Natalie: of many, yeah. So one of the other quotes that I underlined is, um, you said that, "Scars and pain are information. used... I've learned to use information like a seed planted. In planted, information grows into wisdom, and courage." So talk about, like, I... There's co- there's a couple of things to this. I feel like women need, Christian women need information for sure. I mean, when you were talking about how you had these epiphanies as you went along, you, th- that people were writing resources as fast as you could take them in. I remember that experience of laying in bed and reading a chapter of a book and having the, simultaneously the feeling of, "Oh my gosh, this was a thing.
This was a thing the whole time that I never
Tia: Right[00:19:00] 
Natalie: And als- a- and it gave me s- it was, so it was hope and validation and also, "Oh, dear God almighty, what have, what has happened to me?" Like, it was such a st- a, a hit to the gut,
Tia: Right
Natalie: would just be sobbing in my bed
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: like, process all of that, and that just kept happening over and over and over again, 'cause waking up to it is, is so jolting i- in
Tia: It is
Natalie: so many ways and, um, and shocking.
I just felt like I was having shock after shock to my system. there's information, but then there's also... that's like the brain part of it, but then there's
Tia: Mm-hmm.
Natalie: just your bo- the body part of it, which is, um, how do you get your body to, to buy in to the fact that you're safe now and that you, that regulation is possible and that nobody's gonna come and kill you?
Tia: Yeah, that's a lot of complexity, um, because there is this mind-body disconnect, and I am a thinker, so [00:20:00] I'm very good at
Natalie: Yeah
Tia: or thinking my way through a problem, and my body's having a completely different experience of it. Um, or I can c- try to convince myself, and my body's not buying it. Um, you know, humans are the only species that tell, talk ourselves out of our flight response, you know, and our danger response.
And so realizing, like, my body, the animal portion of my body is, is conditioned to life in survival mode, and life in survival mode is the survival techniques and reactions that we have. Um, changing that and convincing my body, especially when my mind is either overthinking or dissociating, um, i- is very complicated, and so I would have to deal with it on different levels.
Like, I can, I can an- analyze information, but I would s- first have to pay attention to it, and I was very skilled at bypassing the information. I would skip over it, or I would th- focus on the bodily symptoms I was having and mis-ascribe them to something else. This happened a lot during the, the years I was [00:21:00] so ill because, um, I was very, very sick for years of my healing time, where it looked like I had MS, and I had a lot of symptoms related, you know, to that time period, and they were real physical manifestations in my body.
So I would deal with those, and we would go through the pathological process of that. And every once in a while, there would be a doctor that would, um, suggest maybe there was a, um, a cognitive component or an experiential component to my symptoms, and I... And, of course, we'd shut that out because we don't wanna hear it's all in our head.
Um, so I was very, I was very defensive against anything like that would suggest that my illness was anything less than just physiological illness.
Natalie: Mm-hmm.
Tia: wasn't really till I found my way through it, kinda simultaneously, and I realized how much of my symptoms were psychosomatic, but that isn't to diminish them.
That is to point to this is an, a direct outcome and consequence of what happens when you live in complex trauma, s- in [00:22:00] suppression, and your body has to, has to do something with it, and it turns on itself. And so that autoimmune response was real and genuine. The cause of it turned out to be complicated and solvable, which is not true for everyone, so I'm really careful around that language because a lot of trauma survivors are dealing with chronic illnesses that there's no way you can just think your way through that.
But having this embodiment and integration doesn't harm. It, it is helpful to understand why, why something's happening to you or where it came from. And very often what I'm finding is that in the stories that I'm hearing is that when you feel empowerment and movement in one area, it tends to spread to other areas of your life.
And so healing comes in degrees, and healing comes in stages, and it's very ongoing with our regular lives. So, um, yeah, planting that seed, that information, analyzing it. Like I-- That particular chapter, if I'm remembering correctly, deals a lot with having bypassed it and [00:23:00] focused on the consequence instead of like, "Well, how did I get here?"
And that's when you slow your roll and you really start retracing what steps led to what and w- and what changes would re-lead to different outcomes. Um, because I was really in a rinse and repeat cycle for many, many years and then wondering, "Why can't I get better? I'm not doing anything differently."
Natalie: Yeah. Yeah. I think
Tia: Yeah.
Natalie: common,
Tia: Yeah.
Natalie: People get really discouraged by that. okay, so another quote that you said is, um, you were talking about keeping our trauma a secret and how that creates a secondary wave of trauma. And then you ta- I had never heard this before, but you talked about the aftermath and how... tell us about the word aftermath and what it means, and then talk about how, uh, you had said, you talked about how the aftermath is more than just devastation, it's the location of regeneration, which I just love. So can you just talk about that
Tia: It is. So the book has a lot of etymology in it. I find a lot [00:24:00] of freedom and awareness in language and understanding the root. And we don't do a great job of dealing with shock in America. We pick up and keep going, or we live with, like, the, you know, extended impacts of shock. We're not supposed to take breaks.
We're not supposed to rest, you know? Like, the, the... We're still unpacking, is it okay to take a nap? Um, you know, so we're really just blowing through this stuff. But the aftermath of shock, even when we talk about it, I had just assumed for years this just meant the time period that was after a shock. I didn't realize it had an agricultural meaning.
So when I did the study on the word and I realized, oh, it's aftermath means after mowing, the metaphor is actually what happens when a field is plowed and turned over, and everything is ripped and raw and razed, and the soil is turned completely up, and everything's exposed to the elements, and, you know, the, the field, if the field had feelings that way, would be in pain, um, because it's been ripped open and left open and left raw.
But that is also where all [00:25:00] of the energy and the heat happens. That's where the s- the regeneration of growth happens. It's the most transformative period. And so when I have applied that metaphor to my everyday shocks, the things that happen to me, and I care for myself very, very specifically during the aftermath periods, I'm doing a lot of, a lot of work in that time period.
I'm preventing trauma from taking root in my body because I'm helping my body metabolize a shocking experience. I'm finding language to exper- to explain what happened. I can cha- make changes, ask for help, stop cycles in their path. But I'm also protecting this healing window where things have a chance to sprout and take root and heal and, and become a field again.
Um, and so I found it to be a really, really powerful metaphor. I mean, I love metaphors anyway, but that's probably one of the greatest ones that I stumbled upon. Yeah.
Natalie: Okay, so I'm interested in your [00:26:00] thoughts about... There are some victim advocates who are also victims themselves
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: react against the word codependency and feel that it's a victim-blaming mechanism. But you actually
Tia: Hmm.
Natalie: this a bit and talk about your own responsibility.
How would you put those two things together? How do you think, um, denying our, our adult responsibility, um, keeps us actually... Or maybe you don't. I guess I... Talk more
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: how, how it actually might keep us stuck in, in trauma and in that kind of victim mode so that we can't move forward
Tia: Yeah. So first of all, if anyone's stuck there, no shame. Like, we get stuck there because we can't move forward, and shaming someone for what they can't do is not, not effective. Um, it only creates more harm. So the, the codependent abuser cycle is an interplay and a dynamic where both people [00:27:00] contribute. And I will caveat this and say the I Belong to Me is a s- a spiral scope.
It is written in stages, and so when I get to the part where I'm talking about codependency and enabling and interdependence, that is more of a kind of graduate level skill in trauma recovery. It's not something you deal with in the beginning. And so if you're in the stages where blame is really helpful to you, it is
You are, you are too angry to look at yourself. You're not ready to look at yourself. You don't have the window of tolerance built up. You don't have the bandwidth to sit with that much discomfort. That is usually a telltale sign for the, the harm has not been named. It has not been... The accountability has not been applied,
Natalie: Yes
Tia: so you're in this deep wounded place.
No expectation should be placed on you yet for this graduate level skill that takes a lot of health, growth, bandwidth, advancement. You know, you're just not there in the journey yet, and it's okay because this is, it does come in stages. Um, so the codependent [00:28:00] cycle when I looked at it was looking at my own complicity and my own placement and my own willingness to stay in situations that were harmful, to stay in dynamics where I was enabling someone else to hurt others.
Um, I had to be strong enough to make those changes myself and break it. What I never heard talked about was that that doesn't mean you go isolate yourself and cut yourself off from society and you just don't need people anymore. Interdependence is different. Two healthy people who are in community with one another, in relationship with one another, are interdependent upon one another.
They're making a society grow. But it's not in a cyclical, um, s- way where you're allowing someone else to be harmful and not checking it and actually increasing the harm by allowing it to continue. Um, yeah. It's deeply painful and personal to examine, um, but ultimately really freeing because when you put it in tandem with personal boundaries and understanding what your self-identity [00:29:00] is, which is again the result of lots of work, um, you're less likely to find yourself in codependent patterns because you're gonna have healthy boundaries that preclude that from ever happening again.
Natalie: Yeah. Yeah. I mean, I've had to go through that, that, that phase of anger and blame,
Tia: Mm-hmm.
Natalie: uh, more than once,
Tia: Sure
Natalie: depending on what is going on in my life. now I, I know enough now to know that, okay, this is a phase, and it's an important phase. I love how you drew out the fact that it's, it's a sign that you need to name what actually happened because I do tend to deny things.
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: Even in my second marriage, kind of denied stuff,
Tia: Right. Right. Yeah
Natalie: when it was over, I was very much in blame mode and v- just tremendously angry and I'm like, "How did I get back here again?
Tia: Right? Right
Natalie: And I don't wanna take responsibility for w- for my part in this and how I ended up in another [00:30:00] relationship." But, um, so I do... You're-- I'm so glad that you brought that out. It takes time, and it's a, it's just a part of a process, and there's no part of the process that is any worse or better than any other parts. It's just, it's
Tia: It's just part of it. It, it, what... This is why IFS work, um, internal family systems, is also a really big part of my journey because I too had that second divorce, and it was, um, that second relationship was not as abusive as my first one by far. He was more of a benevolent patriarch. Still high control, still lots of toxic dynamics at play in there, and I'm open about it in both books.
But the, um, the, the peace I had to make was with my younger part, who chose that. Why did she choose that the second time?
Natalie: Yeah
Tia: Well, in my case, it was because I was in so much shock. I made so many big decisions while I was in shock because I didn't know you could be in shock for years. Like, you c- you can be in an ongoing complex...
That's what complex PTSD is. You're in complex survival mode for extended periods of time, [00:31:00] making really bad decisions, and I understand why younger me made that choice.
Natalie: Mm-hmm.
Tia: not wholly responsible for it. That doesn't absolve him at all from his own behavior. But I know better now and would not make that choice again.
So at that, that is the growth that I choose to embrace.
Natalie: Yeah. Our journey is so much alike, it is
Tia: I know.
Natalie: insane.
Tia: Well, that's important. There's, we have commonality, right? Solidarity. Like, we feel alone, but we're not
Natalie: Yes. And we're not, and we're just exam- we're just examples that are talking about it, and there's
Tia: Right
Natalie: probably thousands and thousands and thousands of women just like us. Um, there's a... In my book, All the Scary Little Gods, I took IFS.
I was debating about whether I should do this or not, and then I thought, "Ah, what the heck, I'm gonna do it." And in the second part of that, I did... It's in four parts, but the second part, I wrote it from the perspective of, I, I think I picked five or six parts of me, and I gave them names,
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: So it's like a play, so they're [00:32:00] ta- it, it was different things that happened in my life, but I have them tell the story. And
Tia: Oh, cool
Natalie: voices come in and tell the story. So it's a little bit, you know, it's a little cre- I took some creative license there, but,
Tia: love that.
Natalie: I think people like that.
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: I th- I, I wanted to try to illustrate IFS in a way that people could understand, like how this actually works when you start to get to know these parts
Tia: Right. Oh yeah,
Natalie: ideas,
Tia: conversations that we have and the sidebars and the, "I hear you. Okay, I hear you."
Natalie: Yes, because they're s- they're contradicting each other. I used to...
Tia: Yes.
Natalie: I thought, "Am I schizophrenic?"
Like, "What
Tia: Right
Natalie: with me? Why does part of me think that this is a great idea, and another part of me is trying to talk me out of it? I don't
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: Who am I?" Could not figure out who I wa- who's the real me. If
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: only had these tools back then, it
Tia: I know
Natalie: changed my life. All right. So you define words. We talked about this already. You define [00:33:00] words throughout your book, and these are really important words
Tia: Hmm.
Natalie: survivors can know. Once they know them, they can use them like tools to help them heal and move forward. They're almost like that unlock these unknown rooms that we really need to go into and explore in order to heal.
And one of the words that you used was agency, which I was just like, "Yes, this is what I feel is so important for people," and something I work on w- a lot with my own community. So can you talk about why agency is so important?
Tia: So agency's another word I didn't know. No one told me this growing up. I had never heard that word. I thought agency probably just meant like a, a building with agents in it, you know? I didn't, I didn't know, I didn't know that people had agency, and I didn't have any, you know, so that's why I didn't know.
Um, agency, I also think of it in terms of like, um, plot structure when you're writing. If your characters aren't making choices and doing things, you have no story. And this really came... So I mentioned before I [00:34:00] was writing A Well-Trained Wife as I was healing, and this discovery that I made of agency had a lot to do with my passive voice.
So, um, my first few drafts of A Well-Trained Wife were all written in the passive voice. Things happened to me. I, they, they had been this way. I never made any I statements. I didn't direct any choices or actions, and an editor caught it, and she's like, "You, you talk about yourself in the passive voice. You, you wr- you wrote the whole thing in the a- the passive voice."
And s- and I had didn't understand that either. And so then when I understood that agency is the ability to make choices for yourself It really came home that I had not ever done that. I had not done that since I was a small child, and I got in trouble a lot of the times when I made those choices for myself.
I was told I did not have enough wisdom to make those choices for myself, and I was not geared, this is around the same time I also made the discovery b- about indoctrination versus healthy child development. I was not nurtured in a [00:35:00] way that c- uh, encouraged independence and agency. So I did... The likely result is an adult who doesn't do that.
She gives her power away to the loudest voice in the room. She gives her choices away to the external structure that says they have all the answers. And, and so that's, I was groomed to obey men, and that God spoke through men, and that you do not question men. If they say God talked to them, that's all you need to know, and that's the path I took in my life.
So in recovery, I had to do the swing opposite. I had to claim my agency. Well, with that comes a lot of responsibility 'cause now I'm responsible for my choices. And one of the most complicated things was realizing I looked like a 33-year-old woman with four children when I escaped, but I did not feel that way inside.
I didn't know who I was. I didn't know how to make these kinds of decisions for myself. I felt paralyzed and terrified constantly, and it could be in really little things like what I was gonna wear or what are we were gonna eat or where we were gonna live. You know, like, they were single mom decisions, but I didn't really know how to make them, [00:36:00] and I had to grow.
I had to learn. So it's, I consider A Well-Trained Wife a late of, a late-in-life coming-of-age story where, 'cause whereas true coming-of-age stories are, like, 12 and 13. That's, that's how it is in the book world. Um, I was making them in my 30s and 40s. That's when I was coming of age. I don't think I was truly self-aware till about 45, and that's when I was willing to look at my behavior and psyche and bias and opinions and all of the things and take full responsibility for my life.
That is also when I stepped into my self belonging.
Natalie: Mm-hmm. Wow. Okay, so to that point, uh, I think my favorite quote in your sex chapter, which
Tia: Ach
Natalie: amazing, this. It was, um, "What I didn't know then that I know now if a woman can't express herself as an actualized, fully developed, grown woman of agency, she can't have the sex life of one either. A child is as a child does, and the flip side [00:37:00] is true as well. A woman is as a woman does. trauma survivors have sex problems because religious trauma survivors have development problems, and the fault for that lies with the pastors and leadership who stunted us into childlike brides." That was so powerful
Tia: Yeah, I frequently say my sex chapter isn't like anybody else's sex chapter. That's why.
Natalie: it
Tia: Yeah.
Natalie: I don't even,
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: I definitely have issues in that area, and I
Tia: 嗯。 Mm-hmm
Natalie: a thread about sex, I've told my people, 'cause this is where I have not done healing. I've just not addressed it. But I've just told everyone, flat out told them, "I'm gonna have, uh, Stacy Wynn handle this thread because I don't, I, I can't do it."
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: a thread I can... don't like going over there and reading it, and I don't know. I'm just being
Tia: Yeah.
Natalie: you
Tia: No, I think that's really powerful self-awareness actually. [00:38:00] That self-awareness keeps you from harming someone inadvertently, you know? Right. I- including yourself
Natalie: But I, I appreciated your chapter. It was,
Tia: Yes. Thank you
Natalie: There were parts of me that were just like, "I really needed to hear that." Um, okay, there was one other quote I wanted to do. This one is in the chapter about... What is this chapter? It must be towards the end, 'cause I'm not... Oh, But What If I'm Guilty?
Tia: Hmm.
Natalie: And, um, this is, this is the quote, "The part we play in complicity. Complic-," we kind of already touched on this a little bit, but, "Complicity means being involved with wrongdoing and harm. Complicity is especially complicated when it comes to religious trauma because our participation was required. We were tacitly engaged in our indoctrination and grooming, memorizing, reciting, and dedicating. From the start, we are included as part of the system. One of the ways deconstruction is so illuminating is that it dismantles the [00:39:00] reasoning behind the behaviors we participated in and offers us an informed chance to make changes, and you can apply these lessons to other forms of systemic harm." So this is just in, uh, behind this is the idea of deconstruction and how important it is.
I know sometimes c- especially conservative Christian women, who I'm kind of targeting them 'cause I feel
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: the ones that are, have been the most harmed. Um, deconstruction is a, a necessity, I think, in order to heal. If you don't deconstruct that theology, you're never going to be able to have the power to make any different choices that are going to give you back your, your God-given i- identity, really
Tia: Oh, I agree. Like, if you have it tied up in your head, these, these violent doctrines and these theologies that teach that women are to be silent or to, you're not to question or, um, that this is God's design for your marriage, for your life, you're not gonna push [00:40:00] against the painful consequences and the causes of them.
So being able to first hold those questions, investigate them, who's benefiting from this? Why, where did this come from? Are there other ways of approaching the same scripture or the same doctrine? Is there, is there w- other opinions? Like, being able to think through that will create space for you to unpack it later and, and, uh, deal with the actual harm that you're suffering and that you're holding.
Um, the lack of self in there is, it's not sustainable. You know, you're being consumed, you're hurting, you're suffering. Like, I had to tease those out. I had to deal with them in compartmented ways, um, in order to find the, the explanations
Natalie: Yeah. All right, let's do one more quote.
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: of your book, you know, you talk about boundaries and, and enmeshment and, habits to build that help you recover. one of the things you talk about is grief work, and I also feel like that is really, really [00:41:00] important. and it's something that I like to just...
I'm more of a thinker, too. I'm just like, I just wanna bypass all of the, like, feelings
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: it just-- I can just get lost, and it hur- it hur- just hurts so bad.
Tia: Right
Natalie: when I do, when I do set aside time to do that or I allow it to happen, 'cause sometimes it just, like, comes up and happens out of the blue, I, um, I feel so much lighter afterwards.
It's not like
Tia: Right?
Natalie: pain goes away, it's just, it deflates some of the pressure that builds up in me over time, and I think it's so important. So you wrote this, um- Grief work is an intentional cognitive process of going over the memories before, during, and after death with the goal of detachment from the deceased. And a key part of it is learning to let go to move on. So that's how we think of grief work when we lose someone that we love. Um, but then down the, down a little bit later you say, "I keep returning to the [00:42:00] phrase detach the energies invested, in the deceased, in the de- swapping in the deceased person with into that life." So So in other words, the sentence is this, "Grieve the energies invested that life." did we ever invest our energies into that life. We ga- like you said, we gave everything. We gave absolutely, we gave to the dregs and then we gave until we had nothing. And, and I always thought even when I was trying to get out and trying to get help from the religious people around me, I was so shocked because I had this stellar reputation.
And I forye- my whole entire life since I was a little girl, I was always looked at as like the perfect Christian epitome of a Chr- of a Christian woman.
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: now it was like I had invested all this and now I just wanted to like, uh, take [00:43:00] some, take some money out. You know, you put all
Tia: Yeah.
Natalie: in the bank and you're like, "I
Tia: Right
Natalie: take a, a little bit out.
Could I just have a little bit out?" And they're like, "No. No, you can't... Like
Tia: Right
Natalie: in the bank for you. You have nothing banked
Tia: Yes
Natalie: all of these years." And to grieve that and then to be kicked out so cruelly and
Tia: Mm-hmm.
Natalie: I don't know God and that I, every, it just like shattered me. It just shattered me.
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: um, and I didn't even realize all the layers of loss that I had experienced until like, was just like you. I ended up getting into another relationship right away because he was there. No one else
Tia: Right
Natalie: there and he was there and he cared about me and he validated me and he loved my kids and there were so many amazing things about this person.
Tia: Mm-hmm
Natalie: um, I just, I thought that God brought him into my life.
Tia: Right. Right
Natalie: a Go- and I actually still believe that.
Tia: Yeah.
Natalie: do. I believe
Tia: Yeah
Natalie: brought him into my life [00:44:00] for, as a stepping stone for my continued healing. I'm thankful for all of that. But again, it w- it was a, but also it showed me, um It helped me see, like by the time I ended up getting out, it helped me to...
I, I had to go through all of that to go to the next level of whatever version of myself that God wanted to get me to, and there
Tia: Right.
Natalie: more things to learn.
Tia: Yes, the layers.
Natalie: around the corner, you know?
Tia: Right? Oh, I know, I always feel that way. Like, I th- feel like... 'cause I don't- there's no destination. There's, there's always another layer to unpack or a new current event that will, you know, scrape off another layer of something I didn't know was there. Um, you know, I... when I wrote that book, w- that part of the book when I was living it and discovered grief work, which kinda came late in the journey, my kids were growing up and I was empty nesting at the same time.
And I was grieving on so many levels. We had COVID, we had, um... I was watching the, [00:45:00] the last church I was a part of, my, my Orthodox Church, totally go MAGA, and, um, felt like that was such a betrayal of Christian values and the things that I had trusted that they held as a parish. And the grieving, the em- energies invested, the idea that, uh, we're left holding the bag and the bag is full of pain and, and noth- none of the good merit that I had seeded into it.
You know, I had worked so hard to have these good events and good, good legacies and, and it was faced with just ruin. And, you know, and then my second husband asked for the divorce when I sold the book. I'm finally successful, and that's when he, you know, demands the divorce. I either stop writing or I stay married, and, uh, I chose myself.
And, um, and yet still there's grief there, you know, 'cause like I d- I know I made the right decision, but there's grief that it happened. And it... ungrieved, like when we, when we push, we just keep going and we don't grieve, it comes back. It shows up in other ways. It toxifies other situations. And [00:46:00] I have really learned that the importance of doing that work protects the future.
And when we don't wanna give our future, too, it's the only thing we have any control over. You know, we don't get anything of our past. We don't get to go back and replay those. I don't get their childhoods back. I don't get to go back and be the evolved parent that I am today to my little children, and I so badly wish I could give my teenagers a healthy mom.
That would've been wonderful. They deserved that. Um, but I can go... I can be better in the future, you know? I can be an amazing grandparent. I can be a friend to my adult kids, and that is only if I'm willing to do the, the work and let go, divest, you know, from what I gave that, and, and not... I can't spend my life defensive and double downed and def- like shining up the reputation of the institution and protecting the reputation of the abusers and wor- and silencing myself for everyone else's comfort.
Um, all of that would be in contrast and in contradiction to a freed future. [00:47:00] So,
Natalie: Yeah
Tia: grief work changed everything for me. Was, it was some of the most pivotal work that I did
Natalie: Yeah. All right. given us a lot to think about, and definitely if you're listening, go get her book. It's very, very s- it's so worth it. It's a, it's like one of my top books as far as like just covering so many different that we all have to go through to heal. I think it's gonna be really validating to you, and it's going to give you lots of tools in your toolbox to get started on. and she has, you know, references tools but ... and then tells you where you can go learn more as well. So you can get her book on Amazon. I'll put the link in the show notes. And also, where else can they follow your work if they wanted to do that?
Tia: Yeah, I'm @tialevingswriter everywhere. That's my handle on all the platforms, and I'm very engaged online, so you can come find me. People read A Well-Trained Wife, they wanna make sure I'm okay, so they, they ask me that. And then when they read, uh, Well- uh, I Belong To Me, it's usually feedback about [00:48:00] their own journey, which I'm so
Natalie: Oh
Tia: by.
I, I love, I love that opening the door on my experience creates space for someone else to feel seen and heard and find their way forward. So, you know, it's... I'm not an academic, I'm not a therapist, I'm just a fellow survivor, and this is just real talk between us. So that's, that's what you will find there.
Natalie: Yeah. you so much
Tia: Y-
Natalie: willing to come on the Flying Free
Tia: yeah
Natalie: and be, and have a visit with me. I appreciate it.
Tia: Yes. Thank you
