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Restoring the Heart
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Julie Woodley's childhood home, in the midst of the Montana Rockies, was always surrounded by beauty. That
beauty, however, didn't often reach past her bedroom windowsill.

As a child and adolescent, Julie was frequently abused —
emotionally, verbally, physically and sexually — by her
father. He was a church deacon and highly respected in the
community, which meant Julie had no one to ask for help. °l
constantly had to hide the secret of my abuse,” Julie says.

Alone in her struggle, Julie turned to drugs, alcohol and sex
until she eventually became addicted to all three. When an
extensive affair with a neighbor boy resulted in a pregnancy
when Julie was 17, her parents offered no comfort or
advice. Instead, they presented a different kind of solution.
Her father took her to an abortion clinic. After that, he
became increasingly violent, beating her often. *He would
smash my head against the fireplace until | was
unconscious. | can even feel it today,” says Julie.

Cne night after a severe beating, Julie faced a harsh ultimatum. “l was going to have to escape or [my father] was
going to Kill me.” Two hours after her parents had gone to bed, Julie pulled a pair of sweatpants on over her
pajamas, climbed out her window and ran down the mountainside until she reached a phone, calling a friend who
agreed to let Julie stay with her until graduation.

Although she was out of immediate danger, Julie's safety was not fully secured, as she was still in the same town
as her father. The next two months were filled with uneasy nights. “| couldn't go into a deep sleep because | Kept
picturing my father coming at me with a gun,” Julie says. Despite the real threat to her life, Julie made it, and the
day after graduation she bought a one-way train ticket out of town. She left without saying goodbye to anyone,
certain they would try to make her stay. °l just could not be stopped. Even though | didn't know God then, He led
me out of there,” Julie says.

Following a brief stay with Wisconsin relatives who were also abusive and eventually Kicked her out, Julie began
living on the street as a prostitute. Lacking the courage to ask for money, she exchanged sex for essentials such
as food. Five years of this lifestyle led to a close friend's murder. In the days following her death, after several drug
and alcohol binges, Julie decided she would take her own life.

“‘One night | had the pills ready to go, and | was pacing back and forth from the bathroom to the bed,” says Julie.
But something held her back. She paced and paced, trying to stop herself, clenching her fists until her fingernails
drew blood. Finally she threw the pills in the trash and cried herselfto sleep. A short while later, Julie was startled
awake. She realized a voice was speaking to her and sat up in bed as it got louder. “[The voice] said, "Julie, | love
you," and all this love, this white hot love, just rushed right through me _.. and every time | fried to take my life, that
voice came back. | wanted to find out what that voice was that could love me”

After that night, Julie decided to stop doing drugs and applied to the University of Minnesota. Although getting in
was a bit of a struggle due to a low SAT score, she knew she was smart enough and worked hard to become a
student.

One evening while she was walking across campus, a girl walked up to her. “She said, ‘Hi, my name's Michelle
and I'm a Christian." And | thought, ‘Oh gag, | don't want to know any Christians.” The Christians Julie had
confided in before had completely written her off because of her past. But Michelle was different. “*She seemed to
have a glow around her,” Julie says. When Michelle invited her to a Bible study at her home, Julie decided to give it

atry.

At Michelle's house, the group discussed the concept of being *born again®™ and Julie began to get excited. | just
wanted to start over, but | didn't know how,” Julie says. As the conversation went on, Julie realized she had found
the source of the voice that spoke to her on that desperate night and she accepted Christ on the spot. After that,
everything changed. “For the first night in 24 years, | didn't have nightmares. The next day, evengthing became
Technicolar. Everything was black and white before that because | was just trying to survive.”

Since then, Julie has achieved degrees in Christian Education and counseling and written several books with her
husband Matt. She's also founded an organization called Restoring the Heart Ministries that seeks to help those
who have dealt with many of the same trials as Julie. “There's hope and healing no matter where you've come
from,” Julie says. “God can still reclaim your life and give you a joyful future.”

Julie's story has been aired on radio by Billy Graham's "Decision Today", 'Focus on the Family” and "Unshackied"
of Pacific Garden Mission in Chicago, illinois. She is married to Pastor Matt Woodley and they have four children.
Pastor Matt is currently the Senior pastor at the Three Village Church in Long Island, New York. They have co-
authored a book: Restoring the Heart, telling Julie's story.For more information on Julie, her story or her ministry,
vilgil www thim.cc.

Emily Hoover is a journalism student at Evangel University.



