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Adopted by the Thirteenth General Convention of The American Lutheran
Church, 23-29 August 1986, as a statement of comment and counsel ad-
dressed to the members of congregations of The ALC for their consideration
and such action as they deem appropriate. Ballot vote tally: Yes 824 (99.8%),
No 2 (0.2%).

1. Introduction

1.1 Family violence encompasses a variety of demeaning and destructive
behaviors. It ranges from insults to injury, even death. It is the premise of
this statement that NO ONE DESERVES TO BE ASSAULTED, NOR
DOES ANYONE HAVE THE RIGHT TO ABUSE ANOTHER PERSON.
This paper is addressed to all members of congregations of The American
Lutheran Church, out of concern for their physical, mental, and spiritual
well-being. It recognizes the serious problems of physical assault, verbal
harassment, sexual abuse, psychological manipulation, spiritual oppression,
and other damaging behavior pattterns used by some family members against
other family members. The paper deplores the fact that some families, in-
tended by God to be life-giving, nurturing, and loving, have become hateful,
crippling, even death-dealing for many people. The document notes some
of the ways that families suffer and ways that victims try to escape. It suggests
reasons for church involvement in intervention, offers some biblical and
theological considerations, and proposes ways in which pastors, congrega-
tions, and members can help stop the growing epidemic of domestic violence.




2. A Word of Promise and Hope

2.1 Victims of family violence live in a world of fear and oppression, a
world seemingly without hope. To them, we offer the reassurance that God
hears their cry, sees their unjust suffering, and offers an outstretched arm
of redemption.!

2.2 Examples of God’s mercy and care abound in Scripture. One example
long recognized by oppressed groups is that of the Exodus (see e.g., Ex.
6:6-7,9). In the Exodus, God’s redemption is part of the story of the family
of Jacob (Israel), brought into Egypt by God’s merciful hand in a life-saving
gesture during severe famine. As the years turned into centuries, the lives
of the Israelites changed from privileged visitors to captive slaves, helpless
under the Pharaoh. The Israelites endured slave labor, cruel treatment,
infanticide, and harassment. Therefore, God—who had first brought the
Israelists into Egypt to nurture them and save their lives—later found it
necessary to bring them out of Egypt for the same reason: to nurture them
and save their lives. Redemption was needed and God called Moses. This
move was, however, resisted by both Egyptians and Israelites, since both
groups considered it God’s will that the Israelites be slaves to Pharaoh. It
was, they believed, their proper place in society, established by long-held
tradition and decree. The original positive relationship had been forgotten.

2.3 In our country today there is another setting in which redemption is
needed. Families, established for the nurturing and loving of persons and
for the giving and saving of lives, have become, in some cases, settings in
which people are stunted, hated, demeaned, tortured, and killed. It is in
their own homes and by members of their own families that people in the
United States (especially women and children) run the greatest risk of assault,
physical injury, sexual abuse, and murder.2 Each year in our country millions
of spouses, children, elderly parents, people with disabilities, and unborn
babies are victims of violence inflicted by family members.? It is an epidemic
of major proportions.4

2.4 Our greatest challenge may be to admit the fact that we have a prob-
lem. As Richard Hofsteader wrote in American Violence (Knopf, 1970),
“What is most exceptional about the Americans is not the voluminous record
of their violence, but their extraordinary ability, in the face of that record,
to persuade themselves that they are among the best behaved and best
regulated of peoples.”

2.5 On the other hand, there is hope. Never before in recorded history
has such widespread attention been given to relieving the enormous suffering
of women, children, and some men at the hands of their own family mem-
bers, usually their “protectors” (husbands, fathers, male relatives, and some
female relatives). Beginning about one hundred years ago, men in Britain
and the United States have increasingly lost the legal right to beat their
wives. In recent decades, the U.S. public has openly acknowledged the
reality of battered children, battered wives, abuse of elderly relatives, child
sexual abuse, marital rape, and other cruel family behaviors. In some ways,
a modern exodus has already begun, an exodus of abused and broken people
out of those homes which have become violent and oppressive.
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2.6 The basic sinfulness of the human race, which manifested itself in the
first human family as brother (Cain) murdered brother (Abel) in Genesis 4:1-
11, and still manifests itself violently in families today, is best addressed
directly. Rather than keep silent, or treat violence as a man’s (parents) right
in the home, the congregation and the community should treat it as the sin
it is. Such sin must be confronted, judged, condemned, and treated profes-
sionally, causing changed behavior. For the victim, the greatest sin may be
the sin of acquiescence to violence, of not claiming the right to safety and
self-respect. Such sin needs to be confronted also, with changed behavior
as a result of treatment. The beacon of hope today is that these processes
are taking place.

3. The Situation Today

3.1 Women who are battered, raped, insulted, and assaulted by their
husbands and other male acquaintances often bear the brunt of abuse. Chil-
dren are inherently vulnerable. But all people—young and old, male and
female—are subject to abuse. When one member of a family is abused, all
are victimized.

3.2 Due to the reticence of family members to report violent acts, and
due to the lack of uniform recording practices, accurate statistics on violence
between family members are difficult to determine. The following figures
are representative, and serve to illustrate the severity of the problem:

a. One out of four girls will be sexually assaulted before the age of
18, usually by her own father, uncles, brothers, or family friends.s
Boys are also sexually assaulted although accurate statistics are difficult
to obtain. A quarter of all sexual abuse occurs before the age of seven
and will typically continue from two to six years.® Children with dis-
abilities are particularly vulnerable.” Experts say rape and incest are
not sexually motivated, but are motivated by the assailants need for
power and control.®

b. Verified, reported cases of child abuse and neglect doubled from
1976 to 1981, and they continue to rise.®

c. In addition to the one million cases of child maltreatment reported
annually, there may be yet another million unreported (1984).1

d. Of all women who are murdered, 41% are victims in their own
homes, attacked by husband or another household member, such as
boyfriend.

e. Almost 20% of all murders (men, women, children) involve family
relationships.”?

f. Uncounted numbers of older people suffer physical, mental, and
sexual abuse from family members.!3 Statistics for this category have
not in the past been gathered by health or government agencies.
Victims are very reluctant to report crimes committed by their adult

children.

g. Men also are victims of violence from spouses and family mem-
bers.** Women abuse partners psychologically, verbally, and physi-
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cally, sometimes even resorting to murder (sometimes in self-de-
fense).

h. Family violence is not predominately found in any one geographical
area, income level, ethnic background, profession, educational level,
or religious affiliation.'s

i. While violence committed by a stranger is classified as an assault
by the criminal justice system, usually resulting in arrest and pros-
ecution, the same act between family members is generally considered
a family squabble, not a “real” crime, and is rarely followed by pros-
ecution.'®

j. Women and children who live with batterers never know when an
assault will be triggered by innocuous behavior patterns, such as
choice of clothing or an offhand remark not intended to offend.'” Such
families live in constant terror. Women who are repeated victims of
assault by their husbands report that the abuse escalates during preg-
nancy.'® Kicks and blows previously aimed at the womans face and
breasts are often directed toward the womb and genitals of a pregnant
woman. _

k. Psychological abuse, such as belittling, insults, demands for control
over every detail of a spouse’s or child’s or elderly parents life, as well
as the torturing or killing of pets, etc., can be as damaging as physical
abuse. This kind of abuse happens daily to millions of victims.'®

3.3 The insufficiencies of available responses to domestic violence can be
demonstrated by these problems:

a. Victims seeking shelter from a violent partner may not find a suit-
able place to stay, since existing shelter space is woefully inadequate.
Some areas have no shelters for women; few areas have shelters for
men who are victims.

b. People are increasingly unwilling to endure years and years of
senseless cruelty, violence, and unhappiness. One of two marriages
now ends in divorce.

¢. Women and children who separate from their husbands and fathers
to escape violence may face another kind of brutality: poverty. Many
women have no income of their own or they have out-of-date job skills
due to devoting time to child care. Families headed by a single female
parent comprise a disproportionate percentage of people living in
poverty today.®

d. In addition to failing often to provide child support, noncustodial
parents with increasing frequency seek to kidnap their children from
the custodial parent.>

e. More and more children simply run away from violent or sexually
abusive relatives. This method of relieving abuse, together with pa-
rental kidnapping and foul play by strangers, causes at least 1,500,000
children to be reported missing from their homes each year.? Some
of these children become trapped in prostitution, pornography, or
other life-threatening situations.

4




f. Separation or divorce is sometimes not enough to prevent violence
from continuing. Many separated spouses are assaulted and murdered
by former mates.®

g. A family member who seeks legal protection is often frustrated by
a nonresponsive police force, unwilling prosecutors, and/or unsym-
pathetic judges. Local governments are so lax regarding family vio-
lence that the U.S. Attorney General’s Task Force on Family Violence
(1984) has asked that family violence be recognized as a criminal ac-
tivity to which law enforcement officials, prosecutors, and judges
should develop a coordinated response.*

h. Many women who seek counseling about violent spouses from
family members, friends, pastors, doctors, and others are often told
that the violence may be a response to the wifes inadequacies, or that
the woman has a duty to keep the marriage intact, or that she should
forgive her assailant and pray harder for him. Many men are embar-
rassed to seek advice when they are victims of physical or sexual abuse.
Poorly informed advisors worsen the situation by making the victim
feel guilty or responsible for the crime, therefore discouraging im-
mediate legal action against the assailant.

3.4 The above examples of the abuse some family members face, and of
the distressing experience encountered by those who wish to escape, dem-
onstrate the great need for assistance which family members require in their
daily quest to avoid terrorism and to stay healthy and alive.

4. Should People in the Congregation Become Involved?

4.1 Some people believe that there are better agencies than the church
to deal with family violence. It is the job of the justice system, for example,
to apprehend and prosecute assailants. Persons well trained in abuse therapy
might be more appropriate counselors than pastors for both perpetrators and
victims (less than 1% of U.S. clergy have such training).

4.2 While other agencies certainly must be involved in particular aspects
of combating family violence, there remains appropriate and unique roles
that the church can play.

4.3 Primarily, the church is already involved because our own members
are doing violence to, even killing, each other. Spirits are being broken, not
nurtured, in many of our members’ families. Other church members and
leaders need to respond to this crisis.

4.4 Churches, and especially pastors, are closely associated in the pa-
rishioner’s mind with marriage and family. It is a pastor who likely officiated
at the wedding, who baptized the children of that union, who offered through
Sunday sermons guidance for daily Christian living. Very often, it is a pastor
who is first approached when a person seeks counseling about family abuse.
The pastor may be seen by the victim as an authority figure who, speaking
for God, could tell the abuser to stop such hurtful behavior. (Most victims
do not initially seek a divorce or criminal prosecution but simply want the
terrorism to cease so life can become peaceful and meaningful again.) This
hope may be unrealistic due to the seriousness of the abuse or the limited
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training of the pastor. If so, the pastor should suggest appropriate help im-
mediately.

4.5 Christianity has always proclaimed justice and hope for those who are
disadvantaged, impoverished, unjustly attacked, and enslaved. This focus
alone should inspire the church to action on behalf of the millions of victims
who are being sexually abused, physically assaulted, psychologically de-
meaned, and spiritually damaged. The church especially proclaims “good
news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). This good news should surely include deeds
of mercy and love and liberation from assault. It relates directly to family
violence. For example, one reason that abuse victims say they remain in a
violent home is a lack of economic independence.? Spouses without paid
work, usually women, do not have the resources to pay for transportation,
housing, or legal aid to get away from the violent wage earner. In addition,
a victim may not have job skills to earn enough to support the children as
a single parent.

4.6 Participants in family violence may interpret their predicament in a
theological way although that interpretation may be erroneous. Some wom-
en believe they deserve to be beaten because of a sin in their past for which
they think “God is punishing me,” or they are told they are bad wives and
deserve retribution, or they have been taught that family order requires the
man to be dominant (and sometimes violent). Some men believe they have
a God-given role that includes physical “discipline” of wives. Some parents
believe their God-given role includes physical “discipline” of children. Legal
authorities, secular counselors, or family friends can’t seem to satisfy the
longing these people have to discuss their predicaments theologically. In
addition to legal and medical help, victims and perpetrators need a religious
counselor who can help interpret Scripture and tradition, who can assure
the person of forgiveness, and who can explain that the victim need not feel
guilty for another’s actions. Many victims need to be helped to see themselves
as respectable people loved by God, so that they can begin to see the attacker
as the one who is at fault and responsible for his or her own behavior. No
one deserves to be assaulted, nor does anyone have the right to abuse an-
other.

4.7 The church is one institution through which God works, the one most
visibly identified with God in the minds of many people. The exodus of the
Israelites from Egypt occurred when God chose to call the people of God
out of an oppressive situation. It was accomplished through religious leaders
and institutions. So, too, religious leaders and institutions today have a re-
sponsibility to call forth God’s oppressed and abused people from their deadly
or crippling situation.

4.8 The church can become, and needs to become, a surrogate family for
healthy but overworked and overstressed members, who, because of our
society’s high rate mobility, have found extended-family support system di-
minished. People often have nowhere else to turn for advice, child care,
reassurance, and support than to their acquaintances at church. Crisis sit-
uations, of course, should always be treated immediately and professionally
by appropriate agencies.




4.9 The church provides a way for humanitys sinful nature to be ad-
dressed, for people’s inadequacies to be forgiven. Few of the secular studies
or theories on family violence assume the basic brokenness of humanity. The
church is the logical place to pursue such realities.

5. Biblical and Theological Considerations

5.1 The Judeo-Christian tradition offers its adherents Shalom, wholeness,
and peace. The brokenness or sinfulness which is evident in our present
world is promised the healing touch of a new creation. There is hope and
reconciliation for all broken people.

5.2 “In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting
their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconcil-
iation” (2 Cor. 5:19).

5.3 Another Christian emphasis is love, which Christ showers upon us.
Love—not coercion or violence—most accurately speaks to us and about us
Christians. “Love one another; even as I have loved you” (John 13:34).

5.4 Family relationships, especially, have been held in high esteem by
our biblical tradition, which generally holds up the godly ideal of respect
for individuals within the family by other family members, a necessity for
healthy growth and a stable life.

5.5 “Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them. Children,
obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not
provoke your children, lest they become discouraged” (Col. 3:19-21).

5.6 Traditions such as these can form the basis for a life of wholeness and
respect for one another. These and similar biblical and theological texts need
to become the focus of our teaching and counseling, so that our members
will be led to give and receive respect for one another. People already in
the tragedy of violent behavior cycles, of course, need intervention and
counseling, not naive platitudes about how life “could” or “should” be.

5.7 People within and without the church community sometimes appeal
to the Bible to justify violence against members of their family. It is both a
misunderstanding of the causes of family violence and a misinterpretation
of biblical texts to claim that the Bible mandates or condones violence.

5.8 Examples of biblical passages which have been erroneously inter-
preted to justify violence include the following:

a. Genesis 2:24. (italics ours) “Therefore a man leaves his father and
mother and cleaves to his wife and they become one flesh.” According
to early American law, that one was the husband. During marriage,
the woman gave up her entire legal identity, name and all. Such an
interpretation led to a disregard for the woman as a person in her
own right. The man believed he could do as he liked with her as his
own “self,” his own “property.” The intent of the biblical verse, how-
ever, is not that the identity of one member of the couple be anni-
hilated but that a new, equal partnership be created.

b. Ephesians 5:21-33. “Wives, be subject to your husbands™ has often
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been quoted as rationale for insisting a wife obey every demand her
husband might make (or be subject to a beating for not obeying him).
Often ignored is the previous verse urging both to “be subject to one
another out of reverence for Christ.” Brutality, excessive physical or
sexual demands or nonloving, nonreverent behavior negates the re-
lationship.

c. Proverbs 13:24 has been paraphrased as “spare the rod and spoil
the child.”?” The form of discipline which used physical force has fed
upon a few isolated Scripture verses, such as this one, which seem
to condone beating one’s relatives as a form of love and discipline.
Biblical admonitions to parents to love their children and not provoke
them to anger far outweigh the occasional references to using the
“rod.”® A child will hardly be spoiled by genuine love and respect,
but research has shown over and over that beating a child results in
that person beating his or her own children in later life,?® and may
also teach violence as a way of settling disputes with strangers. Amer-
ican prisons are filled with people who were regularly beaten as chil-
dren. From 80% to 100% of inmates make such claims.3° Sometimes
the violent reaction comes sooner than adulthood. Children have been
known to kill their abusive parents, in response to years of abuse.

5.9 Besides these examples from the biblical tradition, other theological
ideas have fed the justification of treating family members violently. One
such concept is the dualism of body and spirit, in which the male is identified
with spirit (the superior force) and the female is identified with body (a base
element needing to be suppressed, controlled, and disciplined). These con-
clusions distort the rationale of spirit-body dualism, which intends that all
persons recognize in themselves both spirit and body. For a person’s spirit
to discipline one’s own body is one thing. For one person to claim the power

to discipline another person’s body is quite another thing, and is potentially
diabolical.

5.10 Perhaps more pertinent is the doctrine of sin and grace. God, in
grace, stands ready to forgive all of us and to support us in changing our
destructive behavior. Rather than keep silent, or treat violence as a man’s
(parents) right in the home, the community and the congregation should
treat it as the sin it really is: to be confronted, judged, condemned, treated
professionally, forgiven, with changed behavior as a result. Forgiveness does
not mean overlooking genuine offenses, or offering “cheap grace.” Behavior
must change. Repentance must be genuine.

5.11 The pastors and people of each congregation need to be responsible
for the effects of their theology and biblical interpretations among members
of the church. A 1982 study of pastors’ theological assumptions in connection
with family violence indicates that some pastors put more emphasis on saving
a marriage at all costs than upon saving the health, sanity, or life of an
individual in the marriage. A wife is expected, by some pastors, to endure
any amount of pain or indignity so that the “marriage” remains intact.3* A
congregation may want to question what kind of counseling is being done
by its pastors. Will counseled congregational members be encouraged to




More and more children simply run away
from violent or sexually abusive relatives.
(Beth Slatery photograph)




perpetuate the illusion of an intact marriage even to the extent of enduring
assault and insult, or will they be supported in their attempt to relieve the
danger to health and life by, if necessary, separation or divorce?

5.12 Researchers vary in their opinion about causes of intra-familial vio-
lence. Some reasons given to explain violence are jealousy, failure to see
the other person as an independent individual, personal history of violent
environment, inability to express any emotion other than anger, need for
power and control, belief that a man has a right to batter his wife, lack of
responsibility for one’s own actions, frustration, exhaustion, and lack of self-
esteem. In the United States, masculinity is strongly identified with aggres-
sion and violence. Furthermore, in cases where the male is taught that he
must be the head of the household, that may be erroneously interpreted to
mean his opinion must stand unquestioningly, and must be enforced upon
other family members. Research has shown that in families where the de-
cisions and authority are shared by all, especially both parents, members
experience considerably less violence.

5:13 Self-esteem is perhaps the characteristic most needed by both the
victim and the perpetrator of family violence. Studies have found family
members (spouses and children, if involved) to be lacking in self-respect and
self-confidence. Aggression is both perpetrated and accepted because the
participants believe they do not have either the personal power or ability
to stop doing it or accepting it. Continued psychological abuse can even
create low self-esteem in a person previously self-confident, setting that
person up for physical abuse later on in a relationship.

5.14 Violence appears to happen with or without theological justification.
Quoting Scripture or tradition to justify violence happens after the fact, as
an excuse. Positive aspects of the biblical tradition can and should be used
by congregations to shape a loving peaceful stance toward life, and to create
self-esteem.

6. Positive Action

6.1 There are a number of steps churches and pastors should take to
address family violence and abuse.

6.2 A congregation collectively should consider the following in addition
to the immediate crisis intervention steps of separating the perpetrator from
the victim, and offering aid and safety to the victim:

a. Study the general theology of the church and its local interpreta-
tions to see whether the Bible and theology are being used to condone
violence or to promote growth, wholeness, and health.

b. Plan worship services and congregational life so as to celebrate
positive role models and involvement of all people. Make visible and
intentional efforts to affirm all people and to bolster their self-esteem.
¢. Offer open discussion and information sessions on the topic of fam-
ily violence so members become aware of the problems, the facts,
the studies, and so victims will be encouraged to report their life-
threatening situations to appropriate authorities. Children especially
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should be encouraged to speak confidentially to trained teachers and
pastors about sexual and physical abuse. They need to know somebody
cares.

d. Offer opportunities for parents and spouses to participate in pro-
grams which teach peaceful means of parenting and settling disputes,
such as assertiveness training, Parent Effectiveness Training, Parents
Anonymous, Couples’ Communication, and Systematic Training for
Effective Parenting.

e. A study group within the congregation could design models for
what steps may be taken by the victims, the perpetrators, the con-
gregation, the pastor, and any appropriate secular institution. Collect
a list of local resources, such as organizations which respond to victims
and perpetrators, legal aid, emergency shelter, food pantries, and
other necessary agencies. Publicize this information in congregational
newsletters, bulletins, counseling, bulletin boards, etc.

f. Consider declaring your church a sanctuary, or provide a shelter,
as a safe haven for anyone who is in danger from hostile family mem-
bers. Or provide transportation and financial aid to bring victims to
an existing shelter.

g Open or join with other churches in sponsoring a 24-hour hotline
for people to call when they are in danger and in need of counseling,
protection, or shelter away from an abuser. Support your local existing
shelters.

h. Open a day care center for children, for disabled, for elderly per-
sons, so family caretakers may have respite from the heavy demands
made on their physical and emotional energy. Exhaustion, frustration,
and lack of expressed appreciation may lead to violent acts.

i. Plan a way for the congregation to offer encouragement and direc-
tion to all family members who are involved in violent situations. Such
people deserve the churchs support for seeking a healthier and more
peaceful way of life, even if that means living apart from abusive
partners. There should be no doubt in either the mans or woman’s
mind that the health and safety of individuals is far more important
than the preservation of a destructive marriage, and that a marriage
license is not a license to assault or kill one another, or to injure

children.

j- Join organized efforts to rid the American media and public sales
floors of depictions of violence, both general and sex-related. People
who are repeatedly exposed to demonstrations of violence become
desensitized to it and come to believe that women enjoy pain, want
to be raped, and welcome physical assault.

k. Discuss what it means to be a worshiping and believing community.
Does the churchs responsibility lie only in gathering on Sunday morn-
ing to worship, or does it extend to being caring and responsible for
the health and life of its members during the week as well?
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6.3

6.4

Pastors will find it beneficial to:

a. Get training in how to counsel victims and perpetrators of child
abuse, spouse abuse, elder abuse, self-abuse (attempted suicide, etc.),
and how to build self-esteem, self-respect. Many pastors have never
had such training and may say the wrong things to victims or per-
petrators. Sharing by victims must be included in such training.

b. Make it known through sermons, newsletter, and bulletins that
members may approach the pastor for confidential counseling and
assistance on family violence. Many victims are hesitant to speak of
it because they feel ashamed or guilty or are threatened with harm
if they tell the secret of sexual or physical abuse. Such victims need
encouragement and permission to speak. Perpetrators may fear re-
prisal if they seek to change their violent behavior. They, too, need
both reassurance of confidentiality and counseling to develop more
positive relationships.

¢. Examine their own theology, sermons, and attitude. Pastors should
consider whether their communication encourages families to deal
with violence in their homes or to hide it out of fear that they will be
perceived as poor Christians if their weaknesses become known.

d. Include, in premarital counseling, discussions on violence, non-
violent conflict resolution, stress reduction, and problem solving. Seek
to learn whether a couple is prone to violence. (Many couples are
violent even during the courting stage.) Let the couple know that
violence is inappropriate and illegal, and that help is available. Prob-
lems can be solved peacefully.

e. Know the laws, the available resource centers, shelters, reporting
locations, and other sources of help for your locale, so instances of
abuse may be legally and wisely handled. Make such information
known to all members.

f. Make evaluation guides and tests available for members who may
not have enough experience to judge whether a certain behavior is
abusive or not. For example, a newly-married younger woman may
have been told that a demand for sex several times a day is normal,
even when it seems excessive and abusive to her. Another example
is that people who are raised violently by parents allow spouses to be
violent because they have learned to view it as normal family behavior.
Both partners need an evaluative test to measure their own behavior.
g. Offer educational opportunities for positive sexuality at all ages.
Include biblical examples for sexuality, the marks of a healthy rela-
tionship, proper touch, and sexual and physical abuse prevention both
in and out of marriage, and an overall respect for the sexual integrity
of all individuals.

Congregation members individually should consider the following:

a. Befriend members of the congregation who may need someone to
talk to or someone to help with problems. Abuse victims need to feel
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a high level of trust before they are comfortable about sharing ex-
periences.

b. Urge legislators to provide funds for shelters and to reconstruct
the legal process so that victims of family violence will be treated as
respectfully, equitably, and rapidly as victims of violence from
strangers.

c. Volunteer to work in a helping agency that treats family violence
victims or perpetrators.

d. Pray for fellow members, especially those who experience sexual,
physical, and spiritual abuse. Pray also for those who perpetrate such
violence.

e. Encourage churches, schools, and other agencies to teach nonvi-
olent parenting, sex education, and children’s self-defense.

7. Conclusion

7.1 This document does not intend to imply that all homes within the
church experience violent physical, sexual, or psychological acts. The num-
ber of homes so affected is not known, and estimates vary. The existence of
many healthy, wholesome homes is positive testimony to the basic integrity
of our members. Some homes, however, do contain violence, and the many
healthy homes should not be used as a denial of the crisis present in the
lives of some of our members.

7.2 Family violence is a concept that covers many different aspects. It
could be mild or severe, physical or mental, hurtful or confusing. The fact
that it is done by a family member (however that is defined by the family
itself) and that it is damaging to the victim over a period of time is of concern.
What is needed is for the community and the church to respect individuals
more, and to respect a bit less “the family” and “the marriage” as abstractions
to be preserved at all costs.

7.3 When the church provides the encouragement, means, and rationale
for victims of violence to escape terrorism, God’s will for us is being affirmed.
The awful irony and betrayal of someone suffering torture, terrorism, even
the threat of death within a union formed for love is an affront to God and
to all of us.

7.4 While in a state of terrorism, dependency, and ignorance, family vio-
lence victims want especially for the violence and abuse to end, and to
establish healthy relationships. Such people may also be interested in reading
about the problem or discussing the theories behind its prevalence in Amer-
ica. The first and foremost need is for safety to get the perpetrator and victim
out of a dangerous situation, and later to rehabilitate all participants in the
violent situation and to establish healthy relationships.

7.5 Legal progress is being made. Laws are being changed to offer pro-
tection to abused family members. Women and children are being recognized
as independent people with personal needs and legal rights of their own.

7.6 But more should be done. The list above is but a partial list of how
both victims and perpetrators of family violence and sexual abuse can be
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helped. Congregations need to become actively involved in addressing the
problem, to keep informed on the latest developments in help for such
people, and to make such helps available to victims. Individual members
need to help themselves and to respond to each other with sensitivity, knowl-
edge, and understanding.

7.7 The exodus away from abuse, exploitation, and violence has already

begun in the United States. It remains for the people of the congregation
to guide the development of a new life for broken people, and to prevent
the need for exodus in the first place, by teaching peaceful and healthful
living to our members of all ages.
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Lutheran social service agencies across the country are able to provide help with
counseling and referrals. Contact your local church or telephone directory for address.

National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, 1835 K Street, N.W., Suite
700, Washington, D.C. 20006. Education and information center for the location of

missing children, and the prevention of abduction. Resources on request.

National Center for Prevention of Child Abuse, 332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite 950,
Chicago, IL 60604. Information and resources. Write for catalogue.

Office of Ministries with Women in Crisis, National Division, United Methodist
Board of Global Ministries, 475 Riverside Drive, Room 338, New York, N.Y. 10115,
Survey of abuse within the United Methodist Church; resource packet.

Your local mental health agency and crisis hotline.
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