Domestic Violence: Equipping Faith Communities To Respond


CLERGY GUIDELINES
FOR COUNSELING VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

When an abused person visits clergy for assistance for domestic violence, the 3 essential principles of counseling must be:

· Safety for the victims and potential victims

· Accountability to help the batterer stop the violence and abuse

· Referrals to qualified domestic violence programs, therapists, and community services
1. LISTEN TO THE VICTIM

· Affirm the victim’s courageous act of coming to you for help. 
· Believe the victim. What is initially shared is probably a minimization of the violence.

· Take the threat of danger seriously.

· Assure her she does not need to face this alone.

2. DO NOT BLAME THE VICTIM

· Do not ask, “What did you say or do to provoke the abuser?” or “Why did you stay?” or “Why don’t you leave?” 
· Assure the victim that she or he did not cause the violence and did not deserve to be hit. 
3. ADDRESS THE REALITY OF HER

   SITUATION

· The victim cannot make the abuse stop; you cannot, either.

· If the abuser promises to change, do not assume that these promises will be kept.
· The abuser needs expert long-term treatment. 
· If the abuser has a substance abuse or other addiction problems, he needs treatment for both the violent and the addictive behavior. 
· If the abuser successfully completes treatment, and if the victim wants to continue the marriage, then offer marriage counseling.

· Do not be quick to advise the victim to prematurely forgive the abuser.

4. HELP TO LOCATE RESOURCES

· The victim may need personal and financial assistance, including a safe place to stay.

· Help the victim to assess her resources (friends, relatives, employment, etc.) 

· Provide referrals for community resources and services.

5. PROMOTE SAFETY 
· Do not interview the victim and abuser as a couple.  This may endanger the victim.

· Do not recommend "marriage enrichment," "mediation," or a "communications workshop." None of these will promote safety or stop the abuse.  
· Ask, “Are you in danger?”

· Do not advise the victim to return to a violent relationship.

· Advise the victim to contact a local domestic violence program where a counselor can assist with safety planning, protection orders, safe shelter, etc.  Provide the phone number and the use of your telephone.
6. MAINTAIN CONFIDENTIALITY

· Keep everything confidential between the two of you.

· Never violate the victim’s trust.

· Do not confront the abuser without the victim’s permission.

· Assure her that the information s/he shares will be held confidential, except when mandated by law.  

· Do not report an incident to the authorities without the victim’s permission.

7. PROVIDE ON-GOING SUPPORT

· Talk with the victim regularly and be prepared to answer spiritual questions such as, “What did I do to deserve this?”

· Victims often make several attempts before finally leaving an abusive situation. Respect her choices and make it clear that he/she can return to you for assistance. 
· Remember, the children are victims too, and will need your support, including referral for professional assistance.
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