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The arrest of O. J. Simpson for the murder of his ex-wife and her friend has focused much-needed attention on the battering of women.  Most of the media attention has gravitated to legal issues, such as the failure of police to arrest batterers, or to statistics.  Studies show, for example, that abusive men are the major source of injury to adult women, and that even after separation up to 50 percent of the men who batter have sought out and continued to beat and otherwise terrorize their wives.  Almost daily, a man kills a woman who has left him.

Ministers may be able to use the Simpson case to address victims and batterers in their congregation.  A response must begin with a fundamental understanding of battering as a chronic problem with crisis moments.  A corollary to this axiom is that batterers do not lose control when they batter; they gain it.  They use violence to control their partners.  Abusive men choose when and how to be abusive: they choose when to make wounds visible and when to make wounds invisible.  Each battering incident, while it may be seen as a discrete event, is part of an ongoing relationship and is sign of a recurrent strategy.

A woman who is physically harmed by her partner will often think, “if only I did everything right, then he would stop.”  She may focus on her “mistakes” – such as putting mushrooms on a pizza, failing to vacuum the house, taking a night school class – and try to “correct” them.  But he will find something else to upset him.  For the batterer, there will always be something wrong.  This is how he demonstrates that he is in control.

He will continue using violence until a significant intervention is made that either controls the violent behavior or removes the woman from the batterer’s control.  Thus the essential ingredients of a ministry responsive to woman-battering are these: naming the violence, ensuring safety, and creating accountability.

Naming:  Silence protects the status quo, and the status quo favors men who batter.  Clergy need to state clearly that they are aware that abuse is occurring.  A minister might say: “In the wake of the murders of Nicole Simpson Brown and Ronald Goldman, I have, like many of you, learned alarming information about how unsafe women are in their own homes.  The church says this violence must stop and invites both the abused and abusers to seek help.”
Such an announcement from the pulpit often has startling results.  People who might never have spoken to a minister may hear these words as an invitation to break the silence.  The minister is saying, “I am not ignorant about battering.  I can help.”  This means, of course, that clergy really need to know how to help.

Safety:  The safety of the woman and her children must be the highest priority.  But attention is easily deflected from this priority.  Because a clergyperson often knows both the victim and the batterer, it may be difficult to focus on her need for safety instead of on the issues in their relationship.  There may be a concern that if she seeks shelter, she is breaking the marriage covenant.  (She is not: the batterer’s decision to be violent broke the covenant.)  At this point, however, the first question is not, “What went wrong and how can it be fixed?” but “What does she need in order to be safe?”

For ministers, “fixing” usually takes the form of counseling the couple.  Such counseling actually endangers the woman – either she stays silent about the violence in the counseling session or she tells the truth and faces the consequences at home.  Ministers cannot equalize the power imbalance that battering establishes and maintains.  The abused woman can do little or nothing to stop the violence.  Trying to address the issue of violence by counseling the couple disperses the culpability.  It serves the batterer’s interest, for he can continue to monitor his partner.

Clergy often believe that they must offer religious responses to the battered woman.  Certainly these are important.  But religious responses without practical advice, and especially without referral to a battered woman’s service, indicate that the minister does not understand the life-threatening nature of battering.  Countless battered women have rated the assistance they have received from clergy as the least helpful, usually because of a minister’s decision to keep the focus solely on religious issues.  Many women report that their ministers encouraged them to pray about the violence.  An offer of prayer, without practical advice, can falsely “spiritualize” the problem of violence.

Ministers must feel comfortable referring to specialized secular resources and be aware of what services exist in their community.  The minister’s job is to link the battered woman to specialized services and to affirm that her safety is an appropriate, primary concern.  The more specific the advice, the better: “These are the choices you can make: you can seek legal help; you can obtain an order of protection; you can call a battered women’s service for assistance; you can join a battered women’s support group.  You are not alone.  God wants you to be safe.”

When a minister begins counseling a woman harmed by her partner, the minister also becomes one of the variables in her quest for safety.  Don’t break the woman’s confidence.  Providing information about her to someone else without her explicit permission can endanger her life.  Beware of invalidating a battered woman’s perceptions by minimizing what she feels or by assuming that the violence is not dangerous because no one has witnessed it.  Any incident of battering can be fatal.  Many women have predicted their own murders.  Phrases such as “I can’t live without her” and “I refuse to live without her” are danger signals.

Accountability:  In general, battering is a learned behavior that continues because it offers rewards.  Men batter because this behavior works for them.  In order for them to stop, this behavior must lose its effectiveness.  Adverse consequences – arrest, court-mandated counseling, loss of job, separation from family, time in jail – demonstrate that the rewards of harming a woman are decreasing.  They begin to make an abuser accountable for his violence.
We may feel uncomfortable making a man experience the negative consequences of his battering behavior and as a result we may present such weak and ineffectual consequences that we end up sending a message that he can do it again.  Ministers may be tempted to value the batterer’s pain more highly than the victim’s.  His pain may feel more immediate.  When a batterer approaches them for help, ministers often see a good man in pain; what they need to see is someone who must face the consequences of his deeds.

Ministers may find themselves in a particularly confusing role because batters, with their exquisitely developed controlling techniques, regard the clergyperson as someone who can help them avoid the consequences of battering behavior.  Having begun to experience adverse results of his decision to be abusive (perhaps his partner left or he has been arrested for the first time), a man seeks his minister’s help in avoiding these results.  (“Will you tell her I’m sorry, that I won’t do it again?  Will you tell the court what a good church person I am?”)  What appear to be the batterer’s needs – to get his wife back, to avoid criminal prosecution or imprisonment – are not the larger community’s needs: to protect victims, to ensure that justice is done, to help someone stop abusive behavior.

Ministers need to avoid being co-opted by the abuser.  Help is effective only when it is grounded in the understanding that the abuser has committed a criminal act and should not be allowed to evade the consequences of his behavior.  Refusing to intervene either with his wife or the court should not be confused with refusing to help or to care.  A minister’s response to a man who batters should be guided by these questions:  Will this work to make her safe?  Or will this help him manipulate her?

Keep the focus on his behavior, not his characteristics.  A person can be enormously charismatic and charming and also extremely controlling, manipulative and violent. Indeed the charm and charisma may be part of the strategy of control.  As I tell pastors, it’s the verbs and adverbs (pushed hard, slapped, raped), not the nouns and adjectives (great football player, loving father) that count.

Ministry means confronting the abuser and saying, “Abusive behavior is a choice, and I care enough about you to hold you accountable for it.  I will not represent your needs to her.  Nor will I attempt to persuade her to return to you.  I am calling you to repent and change.  You can develop alternatives to battering; you can begin to see how your behavior affects others; you can attempt to make restitution for what you have done; you can stop looking to her for caring; you can leave her alone.  I am on you side as you become a person who does not batter.  New life is possible, but it requires work.”
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