
Analysis of A Tatterdemalion’s Testimony, identifying tropes, 
similar books, and key themes 

 

Tropes in "A Tatterdemalion’s Testimony" 

 

Here are 24 tropes present in the book, with descriptions and supporting references: 

 

1.  **The Tatterdemalion:** The protagonist's life is characterized by poverty and emotional 
disarray, as suggested by the book's title and early descriptions of her childhood. 

    *   **Description:** The author explicitly uses the term in the title and describes her early 
life in "ragged clothing," symbolizing both literal financial hardship and a state of being 
broken or unkempt. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "A Tatterdemalion’s Testimony" (title). "As a skin-and-bones, 
ash-blonde girl..." (p. vii). "My life bore the wrinkled scars of one well trained to move on" (p. 
3). 

 

2.  **Wounded Hero/Broken Protagonist:** The entire narrative centers on the protagonist's 
survival and ongoing struggle with profound trauma. 

    *   **Description:** The author details extensive childhood abuse, neglect, chronic pain, 
and mental health struggles, portraying herself as a resilient survivor constantly battling 
internal and external adversaries. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "In this raw and courageous memoir, Sarah chronicles her 
reluctant journey into faith. Both gritty and grace-filled, this is the story of a person 
unraveling—and being remade." (Description, p. iv). "I’m a bit banged up—mentally and 
physically—but not too bad anymore." (p. 14). 

 

3.  **From Darkness to Light (Conversion Narrative):** The central plot arc involves the 
protagonist's profound spiritual transformation. 

    *   **Description:** The story moves from her involvement with New Age practices and 
spiritual confusion to a dramatic and authentic Christian conversion experience. 



    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "I had pursued the new age world until it pursued me with a 
vengeance. It was only then that I would give Christianity a shot. It shot back with the most 
ultimate light in the most life-giving and life-teaching way. At the end of October 2012, I 
would become a real Christian..." (p. 193). 

 

4.  **Absent Parent/Parental Neglect:** The biological father is largely absent, and the 
mother, though present, is often emotionally unavailable or overwhelmed. 

    *   **Description:** The biological father leaves the family, and the mother, burdened by 
mental illness and life's demands, is frequently too preoccupied to provide adequate 
emotional or physical care. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "Mom and Dad never had much money... that resulted in Dad 
leaving for long enough periods that a foreigner had to be our caregiver." (p. 15). "Mom 
didn’t experience hunger until she was an adult... She never realized how hungry her kids 
were..." (p. 24). 

 

5.  **Abusive Stepparent:** Both step-father (John) and step-grandmother (Peggy) are 
sources of severe abuse. 

    *   **Description:** John Herrin inflicts sexual and physical abuse, while Peggy, the step-
grandmother, is emotionally manipulative, verbally cruel, and physically abusive. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "Around 1986, John started sexually abusing Becky, who was 
about eight." (p. 36). "I detested the burn of the wooden spoons she used to slap us if we 
didn’t clean our plates or wash the dishes the right way." (p. 49). 

 

6.  **Spiritual Warfare (Literal):** The protagonist experiences direct, tangible encounters 
with malevolent spiritual entities. 

    *   **Description:** The author describes literal interactions with demons and spirits, 
including seeing their forms, feeling their presence, and experiencing their physical effects 
on her body and environment. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "The ghost was a disgusting, horrifying female with stringy, 
sparse white hair... She floated through the closed door and hovered in the air, her eyes 
fixed on me." (p. 5). "Demons sporadically hounded me daily and jerked me awake at 
nights." (p. 117). 



 

7.  **The Quest/The Pilgrimage:** The protagonist's life is framed as a significant spiritual 
journey, including a specific two-year mission assigned by God. 

    *   **Description:** God gives the protagonist a two-year mission to learn from Tim 
Tebow, which she explicitly labels a "pilgrimage," and her broader spiritual growth is 
consistently depicted as an arduous journey. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "I called it a mission or pilgrimage even though I was not 
physically going on a pilgrimage but rather staying put and simply learning from this 
footballer from afar." (p. 215). "The pilgrimage countdown was still in motion, and it was a 
time of accelerated learning, housekeeping, and tying up loose ends." (p. 309). 

 

8.  **Deceptive Appearance:** Characters and practices that outwardly appear benign or 
helpful but harbor hidden dangers or malevolence. 

    *   **Description:** John's attractive exterior hides his abusive nature, and various New 
Age practices seem harmless but lead to demonic oppression. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "John was a far bigger snake than the live ones he tossed back 
into the ditch after maiming them." (p. 38). "I didn’t think that entailed anything demonic 
but simply that the crystals would possibly improve something..." (p. 123). 

 

9.  **Found Family:** The protagonist eventually discovers supportive and genuine 
community in unexpected places. 

    *   **Description:** After experiencing isolation and disappointment in early church 
experiences, she finds a sense of belonging and camaraderie in a theology group and a new 
church community. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "These are my people now, these fellow Christians." (p. 11). "I 
found a new church family that actually met in a public school auditorium, and it felt like 
the early church!" (p. 305). 

 

10. **Childhood Trauma:** The narrative extensively explores the long-term, pervasive 
impact of early life abuse and neglect. 



    *   **Description:** The memoir consistently links the protagonist's adult struggles—
such as depression, chronic pain, and trust issues—back to specific traumatic events from 
her childhood. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "Childhood trauma affects everything." (p. 12). "A deep 
empathic scar formed in me that day. It still itches when I think about it." (p. 18). 

 

11. **Physical Scars, Emotional Wounds:** Literal physical marks serve as powerful 
metaphors for deep-seated internal and emotional damage. 

    *   **Description:** The protagonist's facial scar from a childhood accident, the surgical 
scar on her thigh, and her chronic back and neck pain are presented as physical 
manifestations of her profound internal suffering and past traumas. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "A shard of glass instantly marred my peach-colored face." (p. 
15). "I fingered the large thigh scar glaring at me, red and angry." (p. 2). "My seven-year-old 
neck became permanently damaged with what I call migraines in the neck..." (p. 52). 

 

12. **The Call to Action/Divine Mandate:** God directly intervenes to give the protagonist 
specific, often challenging, instructions or missions. 

    *   **Description:** The protagonist receives clear, specific instructions from God, such 
as delivering a Bible to Tim Tebow, which she initially resists due to feelings of absurdity or 
inadequacy. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "In my head and not aloud, I heard very deliberately, 'You have 
to go to him because he won’t come to you.'" (p. 264). This direct command initiates her 
mission to deliver the Bible (p. 267). 

 

13. **The Outsider/Fish Out of Water:** The protagonist consistently feels disconnected or 
out of place in various environments. 

    *   **Description:** Throughout her life, she experiences a persistent feeling of not 
belonging, whether due to frequent moves, social awkwardness, or spiritual differences 
from those around her. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "But I had felt like a foreigner my whole life, so when I was an 
official foreigner, the 'extraness' of it made it hard to grasp." (p. 76). "I didn’t belong, but the 



rent was affordable. I walked at all hours to a local beach or a drugstore because it was the 
only light shining through the night." (p. 186). 

 

14. **Shared Trauma:** The protagonist finds deep connection and understanding with 
others who have also experienced suffering. 

    *   **Description:** She forms bonds with individuals like her sister Becky, half-brother 
Sam, and ex-boyfriend Andrew, recognizing their shared experiences of trauma, which 
provides validation for her own pain. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "It’s freeing when your brother/friend confesses his similar 
feelings, and my brother was “the man in my life,” a safe, loving support." (p. 88). "I hate to 
say someone needs experience to understand something, but sometimes it’s true, isn’t it? 
Sure enough, Andrew theorized..." (p. 108). 

 

15. **Spiritual Shortcuts/Gimmicks (New Age):** The protagonist's initial attempts to find 
quick and easy spiritual solutions outside traditional faith. 

    *   **Description:** She initially turns to New Age practices like "energy healing," reiki, 
and crystals, seeking immediate relief for her chronic pain and spiritual emptiness, only to 
find them deceptive and harmful. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "Unwittingly, I pushed through the surface and discovered 
energy healing, a new age concept combining science (supposedly) and spiritualism." (p. 
98). "Reiki and crystal healing were introduced to me there, but I drew the line at Kundalini 
yoga..." (p. 122). 

 

16. **Symbolic Rebirth/Baptism:** Beyond the literal act, experiences of profound spiritual 
cleansing and new beginnings. 

    *   **Description:** The narrative includes her adult water baptism, but also portrays 
metaphorical "baptism in tears" and being "bathed in the blood of Christ" as moments of 
significant spiritual transformation and a new start. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "Baptized in my own tears, the pain hit with full force, but then 
I started to feel life." (p. 236). "If I was the first born again in the family... I wanted to know 
and experience as much as I could because I’d be leading the way for those who came 
after me." (p. 296). 



 

17. **The Good Book (and its Interpretations):** The Bible is presented as ultimate truth, 
but its meaning is often confused or misused by others. 

    *   **Description:** The Bible is a central source of guidance for the protagonist, yet she 
encounters various interpretations, legalistic applications, and even instances where 
people seem to worship the book itself rather than the God it reveals. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "I wanted to be biblically anchored while Spirit-led like 
Abraham, the apostle Paul, and Enoch even more! I have no idea what to do, God, help! 
What am I supposed to do? Is this my mind, or is it you?" (p. 261). 

 

18. **The Innocent Victim/Scapegoat:** Younger siblings, and particularly Becky, suffer 
disproportionately due to their vulnerability or protective instincts. 

    *   **Description:** Miah and Sam are depicted as innocent children whose suffering 
deeply impacts the protagonist. Becky takes on the role of a scapegoat, enduring more 
frequent abuse, believing it protects her younger siblings. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "As an adult, she said, 'I thought everyone liked John... I knew 
the things he did hurt, but I thought, ‘If he is doing these things to me, he isn’t doing this to 
the younger kids—and it hurts.’'" (p. 28). 

 

19. **The Mirror Character:** Individuals who serve to reflect the protagonist's own flaws, 
struggles, or potential for growth and self-awareness. 

    *   **Description:** The protagonist sees aspects of herself—such as intellectual pride, 
insecurity, or trauma responses—reflected in others, enabling her to gain deeper self-
understanding. The "temptation man" is a key example of this. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "When I looked at this guy, I was looking at a mirror image of 
my own pride." (p. 281). 

 

20. **Redemption Arc:** The entire narrative chronicles a profound transformation from a 
state of brokenness and victimhood to one of healing, purpose, and strong faith. 



    *   **Description:** The memoir follows the protagonist's journey from a life scarred by 
trauma and spiritual confusion to finding profound healing, purpose, and a deep, active 
faith, ultimately aiming to use her story to help others. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "In this raw and courageous memoir, Sarah chronicles her 
reluctant journey into faith. Both gritty and grace-filled, this is the story of a person 
unraveling—and being remade." (Description, p. iv). 

 

21. **Disability as a Catalyst:** Chronic physical pain and limitations serve as a driving 
force behind the protagonist's spiritual and personal search. 

    *   **Description:** Her debilitating back and neck pain, along with subsequent injuries, 
repeatedly motivate her to seek relief and meaning, first through secular and New Age 
methods, and eventually through a deeper relationship with God. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "Unfortunately, the heaviness of perfectionism literally broke 
my back... led to debilitating back pain." (p. 73). "This is how my disability and fears of 
resulting injuries transported me to occult practices that showed me what looked like 
hope." (p. 122). 

 

22. **Cosmic Coincidence/Synchronicity:** Seemingly random events are revealed as 
subtle, yet significant, divine interventions in the protagonist's life. 

    *   **Description:** The protagonist frequently notes events that appear coincidental 
(e.g., mail from Tim Tebow's foundation after godly insight, people discussing him, specific 
Bible passages opening) but later recognizes them as orchestrated divine guidance. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "Oddly, big moments—such as concluding that I needed adult 
baptism—would come up and I would get an email or mailing from Tim’s charitable 
foundation... I took it as God motivating me to keep following Tim’s faith walk." (p. 224). 

 

23. **The Unreliable Narrator (Self-Perception):** The protagonist's past understanding of 
events and her own motivations is frequently re-evaluated by her present, more mature 
self. 

    *   **Description:** The author often revisits her earlier thoughts, feelings, and decisions, 
acknowledging her immaturity, lack of understanding, or flawed perspective at the time, 
providing a meta-commentary on her personal and spiritual growth. 



    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "The sincerity of a four-year-old is so precious, but I wonder if 
that’s too young to be considered a permanent Christian conversion, at least for most." (p. 
viii). "I read what I just wrote, and it hurts. In adulthood, I don’t dream like this anymore." (p. 
viii). 

 

24. **Mentor Figure (Divine & Human):** Guidance and instruction are provided through 
both supernatural and human sources. 

    *   **Description:** The protagonist receives explicit guidance from God (directly, through 
angels, and Scripture) and from human mentors. Tim Tebow serves as a distant role model, 
while figures like Doug and Darrell provide direct, personal counsel. 

    *   **Excerpt/Reference:** "God sent me my own Hosea figure. The Lord selflessly 
thought of whom I would sincerely accept as a friend, would respect as a mature brother in 
Christ, and someone with whom I would be truly comfortable because I was going to be 
spending plenty of time learning from him." (p. 219). "The head of my troop for this 
mission—writing my testimony—would be Darrell, a house painter and New Testament 
scholar." (p. 7). 

 

Books in the Same Genre with Similar Tropes 

 

1.  "Educated" by Tara Westover: This memoir shares tropes of childhood trauma and 
neglect, self-education, breaking generational cycles of dysfunction, and finding one's 
voice and identity despite a challenging upbringing. 

2.  "Unashamed: Drop the Baggage, Pick up Your Freedom, Fulfill Your Destiny" by 
Christine Caine: A powerful Christian memoir that directly addresses overcoming sexual 
abuse trauma, finding identity in Christ, and using one's personal story for God's 
redemptive purposes. 

3.  "The Hiding Place" by Corrie ten Boom: A classic Christian memoir featuring themes 
of profound suffering, unwavering faith, miraculous protection, and forgiveness, 
demonstrating spiritual resilience amidst immense trauma. 

4.  "Evidence Not Seen: A Woman's Miraculous Faith in the Jungles of World War II" by 
Darlene Deibler Rose: This Christian memoir tells a story of survival, deep faith, and God's 

https://amzn.to/3LsNppi
https://amzn.to/4huxpPV
https://amzn.to/3L4rHYM
https://amzn.to/4hqUfaV


miraculous intervention during extreme hardship and imprisonment, resonating with 
themes of divine presence in adversity. 

5.  "Crazy Love: Overwhelmed by a Relentless God" by Francis Chan: While not a 
memoir, this influential Christian book explores radical surrender to God, living an 
authentic faith, and the pursuit of a deep, intimate relationship with the divine, which the 
protagonist of "A Tatterdemalion's Testimony" references and embodies in her later 
spiritual journey. 

 

Themes in “A Tatterdemalion’s Testimony” 

 

*   The enduring impact of childhood trauma and neglect. 

*   The journey from spiritual confusion (including New Age practices) to authentic Christian 
faith. 

*   The profound search for identity and self-worth beyond external validation or societal 
roles. 

*   Breaking generational cycles of dysfunction and abuse within a family. 

*   The very real and personal experience of spiritual warfare and the need for discernment. 

*   The nature of God's unconditional love, faithfulness, and pursuit of individuals. 

*   The importance of finding true community and belonging in faith. 

*   Physical suffering and chronic pain as catalysts for deeper spiritual growth and 
revelation. 

*   The complex process of healing, forgiveness (for self and others), and self-acceptance. 

*   The power and necessity of sharing one's personal testimony. 

*   Discerning biblical truth amidst conflicting teachings and worldly influences. 

*   The call to live a purposeful, courageous, and Christ-centered life, embracing 
vulnerability. 

https://amzn.to/3WmDcxe

