Domestic Violence and Communities of Faith
By Dr. Mark Rich and Lesley A. Coghill, LMSW
God does not want spousal and partner abuse to happen. God really, really does not want it to happen, and we’d like to show how that’s true. We will examine domestic violence and how often it occurs here in Ottawa County.  Then we will discuss the biblical context and, finally, what we can all do to prevent it from happening.


Domestic violence is a pattern of abusive behavior used by one spouse or intimate partner to control and maintain power over the other.  An abusive person may isolate a spouse or partner from seeing or talking to family and friends.  One might use verbal and emotional abuse such as name calling, yelling, withholding affection, jealousy, threats, and intimidation.  Physical violence may include hitting, slapping, punching and choking or some other form of physical violence.  While physical abuse is often a part of domestic violence, an abusive partner may not use physical violence consistently.  The threat of physical harm, the threat to harm pets or loved ones, or a threat of suicide is often used to maintain control in relationships.  Controlling behaviors may also include asserting male privilege and economic abuse.  Power and control may be used to tell a partner how to dress, where one can and cannot go, who one can and cannot see, not letting one’s partner keep a job, or not allowing access to the car or bank account, etc.  Sexual coercion, sexual violence, and stalking in relationships indicate heightened danger to the victim.  Intimidation may include breaking things, blocking one from leaving, punching walls, and other physically animated and threatening gestures.
Locally, in 2005, there were 474 total domestic violence related offenses reported in Allegan County and 1,421 total domestic violence related offenses reported in Ottawa County (MSP Criminal Justice Information Center).  In 2007, the 58th District Court processed 469 domestic violence bond screens.  In 78% of these cases, the victim was a spouse or dating partner.  Eighty percent of offenders were male and forty-one percent of offenders had prior assaults.  In 2007, Center for Women in Transition served 1,567 clients, provided 5,232 nights of emergency shelter in addition to 30,375 nights of transitional housing, and answered 3,168 calls on the 24-hour crisis line.
Think of four women in your life that you care about.  Did you know that one in four women are physically or sexually abused by an intimate partner?  One in every four women!  National data also tells us that:

· 16% of the 3.2 million physical assaults committed against men every year in the U.S. are perpetrated by a current or former spouse, cohabitating partner, boyfriend, girlfriend, or date (National Coalition Against Domestic Violence, Male Victims of Violence Facts).
· 81% of women stalked by a current or former intimate partner are also physically assaulted by that partner.  31% are also sexually assaulted by that partner (The National Center for Victims of Crime, Stalking Fact Sheet).
· 33% of teenage girls report experiencing physical violence by a dating partner (The National Center for Victims of Crime, Teen Dating Violence Fact Sheet).
· According to the Tween and Teen Dating Violence and Abuse Study by Liz Claiborne Inc. published in February 2008, two in five (41%) of 11-14 year olds know friends who have been called names, put down, or insulted via cellphone, IM, and social networking sites (like MySpace and Facebook).  Among all teens (15-18) who had sex by age 14, 69% report experiencing one or more types of abuse in a relationship.

It’s true that people can lie with statistics, but it’s also true that people can use accurate statistics and still fail to see the truth. The truth is that every single one of those statistics is a tragedy – real persons, couples, and families that are suffering immensely and often silently, unknown to outsiders.
A newspaper article can’t directly help them, but it can help to change the culture that allows these tragedies to continue and worsen. It can help to establish a cultural consensus that this shall not continue, that this is not acceptable, that we will do better than this.

One of the ways we change that culture is by hearing what God wants on this issue. God is not at all ignorant or uncaring about this. Let’s look at three points from the Bible.
The first thing to see is that God is deeply serious about eradicating human violence. After the very first murder, God spares Cain’s life by setting a mark on him to keep anyone else from killing him in turn. After the second murder, by Lamech (Cain’s descendant), God abandons that whole line of descent and starts a new human line with Seth. Once that line eventually turns to general violence and oppression, God starts the creation all over with the flood and one righteous family, while foreswearing any further attempts to undo creation. When Noah’s descendants turn eventually to building a great city-state with a tower that can take them to heaven (thus preparing to usurp God’s place), God nonviolently confuses and scatters them. God then starts a whole new strategy of covenant-building, through which a single family will become the source of blessing for all human families. Through the prophet Isaiah, God promises to set a huge feast for all humanity, and at that feast God will eat up the veil of death covering us all. Finally, through Jesus, God calls us to foreswear violence altogether by overcoming evil with good.
In many ways, domestic violence is the original form of human violence because it is so intimate. This is where the prophet Malachi helps us (2:13-16): “And this you do as well: You cover the Lord’s altar with tears, with weeping and groaning because he no longer regards the offering or accepts it with favor at your hand. You ask, ‘Why does he not?’ Because the Lord is the witness between you and the wife of your youth, to whom you have been faithless, though she is your partner and your wife by covenant. But the one {who is our father Abraham} did not do this, not as long as life remained in him. And what was he seeking? An offspring from God. So look to yourselves, and do not let anyone be faithless to the wife of his youth. ‘I hate divorce,’ says the LORD God of Israel, ‘and I hate a man's covering his wife with violence as well as with his garment,’ says the LORD Almighty. So take heed to yourselves and do not be faithless.”

The prophet reaffirms what was said in Genesis 2, that marriage is a covenant in which the two persons become one flesh (in secular terms, they share together all property and all mortal life). So therefore God hates both divorce and domestic violence, both of which were male ways to oppress women, to deprive them of their humanity and take away their goods. Neither divorce nor domestic violence gets God’s approval, much less God’s command. God clearly and directly associates marriage with nonviolent fidelity. If we cover our partner with violence God will not be fooled.  The very sum and substance of marriage is in faithful love, and never in violence.
Finally, let’s look at a text from the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:38-39) that has sometimes been used by foolish pastors to encourage men to hit their wives and to make wives accept this abuse. (Yes, this does actually happen!) “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’  But I say to you, Do not fight back against an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also…”. 
Jesus is in no sense referring to marriage here.  He is speaking to slaves and peasants, telling them not to return evil for evil against the more powerful Romans who will eventually wipe them out if they fight back. But he also gives these powerless people some nonviolent resistance strategies that will help them shame their oppressors and regain their dignity in the face of those who would destroy it: offer the other cheek (thus showing that the first blow didn’t work in shaming), and carry the Roman soldier’s pack one mile more than Roman law required, so that the soldier was now in the slave’s or peasant’s debt. But he is in no way referring to marriage.
So we see that God in no way allows for spousal or partner violence of any kind. God expects our intimate relations to be marked by trust and to be free of fear and violence.
How can our community prevent domestic violence? 
As a community, one way that we can counteract domestic violence is to strive for and model healthy and respectful relationships.  Think about the ways that you would like to be treated in a relationship.  How would you like your son or daughter to be treated in a relationship?  In a healthy relationship, both people accept responsibility for their behavior, treat one another with respect, and communicate openly and honestly.  Conflict is going to happen and it is how we deal with it that defines our ability to be fair and non-threatening.  There is negotiation in times of conflict, wherein each person seeks to find mutually satisfying resolutions to problems.  Each person helps to create a partnership where it is safe to express their ideas, personality, and talents without fear of being ridiculed or put down.  Cultivating trust, support and autonomy in an intimate relationship are key.  Supporting and appreciating each other’s goals and each person’s right to have feelings, friends, activities, and opinions that are different from one another is important (Summarized from the Equality Wheel of the Domestic Abuse Intervention in Duluth, MN).  What do you want in a relationship?  What will you tell your children that you want for them in their relationships?  
Silence is affirming.  It is vital that we do not condone abuse through silence or inaction.  We have all been in those situations when we are with friends and someone says something derogatory, abusive, or sexually degrading.  We have an opportunity to intervene and interject by telling our friend that this is not acceptable.  We have the responsibility to interrupt and confront attitudes that support degrading, sexist, or abusive behavior.  Each of us has the power to positively influence and shape the attitudes of our family members, friends, co-workers, and acquaintances.  Parents, coaches, and mentors can teach boys to treat women and girls with equality and respect.  We won’t punish boys by telling them that they are acting like “little girls.” Tell boys there is no excuse for disrespectful language against women.  Talk with children in your life about the importance of treating others with respect.  Reinforce the message that violence has no place in a relationship.  
Break the silence of domestic violence by educating ourselves, our families, our employees, and our communities of faith.  You can arrange to have a domestic violence training with your bible study group, boy scout troop, school, or employees, etc.  Preach on the issues of abuse and prevention, focusing not only on how to respond to domestic violence but how to cultivate healthy, safe relationships.  We each have a role to play in preventing abuse before it happens.  What will you do to be a part of the solution?
We offer encouragement to those who may be experiencing abuse.  If you are seeking help and support or would like to talk with an advocate, please call the 24-Hour Crisis Line at Center for Women in Transition toll free 1-800-848-5991 or 616-392-1970.  Center for Women in Transition offers shelter, services, and support for survivors of domestic and sexual violence.
Resources:

Center for Women in Transition 24-Hour Crisis Line toll free 1-800-848-5991 or 616-392-1970

National Domestic Violence Hotline 1-800-799-7233   

National Sexual Assault Hotline 1-800-656-4673 or Online Hotline RAINN.ORG

National Teen Dating Abuse Helpline 1-866-331-9474 or 1-866-331-8453 TTY
Dr. Mark Rich is pastor at Peace Lutheran Church in Holland, and can be reached at peacepastor@triton.net. Lesley A. Coghill, LMSW is DELTA Project Coordinator at Center for Women in Transition in Holland and can be reached at LesleyC@aplaceforwomen.org. 
