Praise for Is It My Fault?
“This book is a tour de force of wisdom, goodness, and compassion for those who know the agony and shame of domestic violence and for every leader who interacts with more than four families in a year. One out of every four homes in America will experience domestic abuse and it is no different in the church than in the so-called secular world. In fact, conservative Christians are more likely to remain in violence and think it is biblical. This treasure of a book invites the reader into a sweeping and life giving understanding of the Bible’s view of women, violence, suffering, and redemption that if embraced would radically alter how victims and care givers address this heartache. This is a must-read book.”
DAN B. ALLENDER
Professor of Counseling Psychology and founding president of the Seattle School of Theology and Psychology
“The authors’ deeply compassionate writing offers us a book that does not merely speak to us, it comes along beside us—offering both experience and in-depth knowledge about this emotionally charged subject. Too often the church has been not merely been silent but complicit in protecting abusers and marginalizing victims. Justin and Lindsey’s book takes us in a new direction of hope, healing, and mercy. I am more than happy to commend this book.”
GREGORY O. BREWER
Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Central Florida
“Domestic abuse is an area where sincere but uninformed ‘help’ can hurt. Unfortunately, even the misuse of Scripture, often by well-meaning Christians, can become part of the problem. Justin and Lindsey serve the church well by defining what abuse is, what Scripture says, how victims should respond, and how pastor-counselors can be effectively involved. This is a must-read for pastors, victims, and friends of victims. This issue is too prevalent and devastating to be ignored. The blind eye of the church hurts those without a voice. Read this book and become equipped to effectively care for those whose cry is reaching the ear of God and are waiting for a hand from the body of Christ.”
BRAD HAMBRICK
Pastor of counseling at The Summit Church (Durham, NC) and author of Self-Centered Spouse: Help for Chronically Broken Marriages
“This is it. This is the book on domestic violence that needs to be sitting on every pastor’s desk, required reading for every seminarian, and the next book discussed among church leadership, in book clubs, Bible studies, home groups, and lay counselor trainings. Not only do Justin and Lindsey compassionately and responsibly define domestic violence, identify its signs, its cycles, and its effects on the victims and their communities, they take us to Scripture to reveal God’s heart for those unnecessarily afflicted and trapped in violent domestic relationships. Each person who reads this book will have a better understanding of how to identify domestic violence in their own relationships or in those of people they know, love, and minister to. And with a thorough appendix of practical information and steps to take, both the victims and the ones supporting them will gain the insight and clarity they need to prevent the violence from happening again.”
MONICA TAFFINDER
Cofounder and counselor, Grace Clinic Christian Counseling
“While reading this book I found myself regularly exclaiming ‘Amen!’ and ‘Come on!’ to Lindsey and Justin’s wisdom and biblical understanding of the issues. This book is a valuable and important resource for Christian women who have experienced abuse and for all those who want to support them. Lindsey and Justin invite the Christian community to honor and value women and children and to no longer collude with, perpetuate, or indeed perpetrate abuse against those whom God has created. I have been looking for a book to recommend to women in the conservative Christian church and their supporters; this book is ideal.”
NATALIE COLLINS
Activist working to end violence against women and gender injustice; founder of the DAY Programme and Spark
“In simple, eloquent prose, Justin and Lindsey Holcomb shine a light on the darkness surrounding domestic violence. As detailed in the accounts of survivors, the very husbands and fathers charged with the care of their families sometimes represent the greatest threat. Equally troublesome, many clergy and church leaders routinely support offenders and ostracize victims. In making clear that God stands with the suffering, this book offers survivors a path to healing and the church a path to reform.”
VICTOR VIETH
Executive Director, National Child Protection Training Center; child protection attorney; author
“Justin and Lindsey have done it again! Their book on sexual abuse, Rid My Disgrace, and now this one, Is It My Fault?, are gifts to the church, its leaders, and especially to those who suffer from the horror and pain of sexual assault and domestic violence. In this book you will find compassionate, practical, biblical, and grace-based help for those who suffer and for those who love and want to help those who suffer. If you are a pastor or a leader and care, this is not an optional book. You will ‘rise up and call’ Justin and Lindsey blessed for writing it … and, more important, those to whom you minister will, too.”
STEVE BROWN
Host, Key Life Radio Program; author, Three Free Sins: God Isn’t Mad At You
“Domestic violence demands silence—perpetrators don’t want to be exposed, and victims are too ashamed to speak. Justin and Lindsey counter that silence with words and deeds. They give words to describe it, words to speak to the Lord, words that remind us of the truth, such as ‘It is never my fault’ and ‘He [God] delights in us,’ and deeds that can bring the violence to an end.”
ED WELCH
Counselor and Faculty, the Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation; author
“The roots of domestic violence and the resulting wounds and scars are deep and enduring. So I am very grateful for the wisdom and expertise of Justin and Lindsey Holcomb in helping the church understand and apply the biblical requirements of justice and accountability and the biblical promises of healing and hope. The Holcombs’ work is a gift from God to all of us and a valuable ministry of Christ’s restorative gospel for those who have suffered great harm.”
JARED WILSON
Pastor of Middletown Springs Community Church and author of Gospel Wakefulness
“One of every four women you know has or will face intimate partner violence. What does the God of Scripture say to them? In this rich and rare resource, Justin and Lindsey Holcomb combine their theological and practical training to offer these women a way out of both abuse and the shame and despair that accompany it. They show powerfully how the ‘one-way violence’ of abusers is overcome by the ‘one-way love’ of God in Christ. I recommend this book to every church leader looking for a truly Christ-centered response to domestic violence in their midst.”
KATELYN BEATY
Managing Editor, Christianity Today
“Could the gospel be not just for sinners, but for victims? Having worked with many who have been impacted by psychological, sexual, and physical abuse, I am so grateful for this book. It reminds me, once again, that the gospel is indeed good news—particularly to those who have been victimized.”
CHUCK DEGROAT
Associate Professor of Pastoral Care and Counseling, Western Theological Seminary; senior fellow, Newbigin House of Studies; and author of Toughest People to Love
“The Holcombs offer an ‘intervention of grace’ to those who suffer under domestic violence. They show that the God of the Bible abounds in grace and love, restoring dignity and hope to those who’ve been harmed. Victims will find a voice to speak out about the violence they’ve endured, guided by the very words of Scripture, and they will find a God who acts with righteous power to rescue the oppressed.”
MIKE WILKERSON
Author, Redemption: Freed by Jesus from the Idols We Worship and the Wounds We Carry
“Specific, tender, concrete, compassionate, bold, understanding, wise, and dyed with the gorgeous gospel of grace that is ours in Christ Jesus. I love this book! It unpacks the experience of the victim without ever feeling coldly analytical. It gives you important things to consider and clear steps to take without ever pushing you. Read it and you’ll feel loved, understood, and helped, but best of all you’ll rest in the love of Jesus more than you have before.”
PAUL TRIPP
President of Paul Tripp Ministries; executive director of the Center for Pastoral Life and Care in Fort Worth, Texas; and author of A Shelter in the Time of Storm: Meditations on God and Trouble
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The Moody Publishers Team
Is it my fault?” Perhaps you have picked this book up because that’s a question you’ve asked yourself; perhaps it’s a question that you are not sure you know the answer to or because there is someone in your life whom you once trusted who tells you that the abuse you’re facing is your fault. Perhaps you’re even afraid to pick the book up at all … and you’re wondering right now where you could hide it so that person won’t see it. Pick it up anyway.
If you are still able to hope that there may be a way out of the nightmare you’re living, then this book is for you.
The first thing you’ll learn here is that you are not alone. You are not alone because what you are faced with on a daily basis is the common experience of millions of other women, children, and men around the world. You’ll learn about that in this book. You’ll also learn that you are not alone because, although you may have been told differently, God stands with you and against your abuser. The Lord Jesus knows exactly what abuse is like and He hates it. Yes, He willingly suffered under it, but His suffering was redemptive and had a particular goal. His suffering was different from yours. He loves His bride and wars against all those who would harm her. He loves her. So pick this book up and hide it wherever you need to … and learn to rest in His love for you because it will be that as you learn of His love and rest in it you will eventually have the strength to stand against the abuse that you’ve come to think is normal. It isn’t normal. It is sin. You can stand with your Lord against it. The Holcombs will help you understand and believe in that truth.
But this book isn’t only for women who are being abused. It is for those who seek to help them. I would feel more comfortable coming to you saying, “This is a great book for helping unbelievers who struggle with violence in their homes, so you should have it on your bookshelf just in case one of those kinds of people happens to wander into your church.” If only it were true that the church, a culture that Jesus said was to be known by the love we have for one another, wasn’t in great need of a book like this. If only.
Of course the heartbreaking truth is that violence within the Christian community is as prevalent as it is without … and possibly worse because Christian women notoriously under-report. Countless women, women who have been loved, made righteous, forgiven and welcomed by Christ, are trapped in hate-filled marriages where their souls are systematically bludgeoned with Satan’s lies about their worthlessness and where their bodies are systematically battered by the hands and arms of someone who has promised to love and protect them. This is a great evil and their Husband, the Lord of Heaven and Earth, is storing up deep wrath for those who would treat his Bride in this way, and for a church who would turn her back on these, the weakest among us.
This terrible evil has been exacerbated by a false and injurious overemphasis on gender roles, in particular, the roles of wives who are called to “submit” to their husbands (even in sin) and to try to win them with their “gentle and quiet spirit”… as if that meant they are to submit themselves to being sinned against without breathing a word of it to anyone. Quietness about domestic violence is not the message that Peter was communicating in this passage. His message was rather a message of hope, that the wife of a disobedient man had other means at her disposal to win him … that she didn’t need to rely on her words alone. The truth is that the most loving action an abused woman can take is to seek, in whatever way possible, to bring conviction of sin to her husband, that he might repent and not face the wrath of her Heavenly Husband who will certainly bring His hand of discipline down to protect her.
This false and damning teaching has consigned thousands of our Christian sisters and their children to life in a virtual solitary confinement, to a life that frequently ends in a violent death. The truth is that every nine seconds a woman in the United States is assaulted or beaten. “It is the leading cause of injury to women—more than car accidents, muggings and rapes combined.”1 Homicide is among the leading causes of death for women in the African-American community. “Around the world at least one in every three women has been beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused during her lifetime. Most often, the abuser is a member of her own family.”2 And in most cases women are unable or unwilling to report because they are ashamed, afraid, or misinformed. Some Christian women have been wrongly taught that their primary goal in life is to protect their husband’s reputation and standing in the church so that he is “praised in the gates.” This great blight on the name of Christ and our churches is further perpetrated by an enemy who has hated women and sought to damage them from the very beginning of time.
This terrible evil isn’t confined only to ghettos or among those who are ignorant or unchurched. In fact, while I was reading the Holcombs’ wonderful manuscript, I had to ask if I could send it on to a pastor friend who was counseling a good friend of mine who is in a deeply abusive marriage and who needed his help getting free. The truth is that we all need the wise and biblical training presented here so that the noxious misogynistic miasma that has infiltrated our churches in the name of gender roles and “submission” can be replaced by the fresh air of the gospel: a gospel that honors the dignity and value of women and children and that stands in the gap to protect those who are the “least of these” among us.
Read this book. Give it to your pastors and staff and encourage them to send a strong message to the men and women in their congregation: Abuse and violence needs to be reported and will be taken seriously by the church. Women will not be blamed, shamed, ostracized, or excommunicated for reporting; they will be protected.
It is my hope that this book, written by a husband and wife who have taken up the God-given mantle of protecting women and children, will give you the courage and the boldness to protect the women and children among you … and if you dare, to step into the gap and call abusers and batterers to repent—for the sake of their own souls.
ELYSE M. FITZPATRICK, counselor, author, speaker
If you are reading this, it’s likely that you know more about domestic violence than you ever wanted to—simply because you’ve lived it.
Your experience is and has been very painful, fearful, confusing, and traumatizing. Maybe you don’t even know entirely its effects on your life, or what exactly to make of it all.
You may be in the midst of violence and abuse as you read this—and you’re desperate for a way out. The sense of feeling trapped can be paralyzing and overwhelming. If you feel you are in danger, please call 911 or go to appendix 1: “Getting Help” for practical steps to make sure you remain safe—and that your children, if you have children, also remain safe.
Perhaps the violence you experienced happened last week or decades ago, and thankfully, you are now safe. However, the effects of domestic abuse can last long after one is physically safe, as you are likely figuring out.
Or maybe you are reading this and you know something isn’t quite right, but you are not sure what to call it. Maybe you think “abuse” seems too harsh a word for your experience, so you construct explanations for why this person hurts you, or you blame yourself, or you are hoping and praying he or she will change in time.
You are not alone. The number of occurrences of domestic violence is staggering. At least one in four women become victims of domestic violence in her lifetime.1
We wrote this book for the many victims of domestic violence, who are predominately women, to offer accessible, gospel-based help, hope, and healing. In other words, we wrote this book for you.
Our hope is that this book will encourage you to believe that God knows and sees your suffering, and that God cares about you and hears your cries and prayers. He cares for you so much that He wants you safe and delivered from threat and violence. If you have children, He wants them safe too. But even beyond physical safety, God wants you to heal from the many ways you’ve been hurt and wounded. We pray that this book is one of the tools God uses for your own protection and healing process.
But because the healing process is best aided in the context of community, this book is also for the family, friends, clergy, and ministry staff who want to love and support victims of abuse.
Many people want to help those in their family or circle of friends who are being hurt by domestic violence, but they don’t always know how. They are often overwhelmed by the seriousness of the situation and feel helpless to lend adequate support. But here, they couldn’t be more wrong. Friends, family, and ministry members can offer immense help and support to victims of abuse.
The alternate effect of this, of course, is that some “help”—if misapplied—can actually hurt. Platitudes, prying questions, and shallow “biblical” answers, for example, do more harm than good for a victim who feels stuck in a desperate situation. In fact, many victims believe clergy have the most potential to help them, when in reality they are too often the least helpful and sometimes even harmful.2
For this reason, we have combined our theological training with easy-to-understand, step-by-step advice. Both of us have seen the damage that domestic violence wreaks in our culture every day.
Lindsey earned a masters in public health with a focus on violence against women and public health responses, which informs her counseling of domestic violence victims today. She has worked as a case manager at a domestic violence shelter and a sexual assault crisis center. Lindsey has also trained other counselors and volunteers in crisis intervention.
Justin is a minister and has counseled numerous victims of domestic violence. Since 2000, he has taught theology at Reformed Theological Seminary and also teaches at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. Justin has taught courses on violence against women in the Sociology and Religious Studies departments, as well as in the Studies of Women and Gender program, at the University of Virginia.
We believe that the deepest message of the ministry of Jesus and the Bible is the grace of God to all of us because we are all broken people in a broken world. Grace is most needed and best understood in the midst of sin, suffering, and brokenness.3 We wrote Rid of My Disgrace: Hope and Healing for Victims of Sexual Assault to apply the good news of the grace of God to those suffering from the sense of disgrace due to sexual assault. In Is It My Fault? we address the effects of domestic violence with the biblical message of God’s grace.
Wherever you are in your experience with abuse—past or present—please understand this: Jesus responds to your pain. Your story does not end with abuse and violence. Your life was intended for more than shame, guilt, fear, anger, and confusion. The abuse does not define you or have the last word on your identity. Yes, it is part of your story, but not the end of your story.
In Jesus, the God who delivers us from evil also offers us a path to healing. And it’s time to let this truth transform the shape of your story.
Domestic abuse looks different in different households.
Sometimes the abuse is physical, and hitting, shouting, or hair-pulling are a regular part of your home. Other times, the abuser won’t ever lay a hand on you—but you will be shamed, called names, and manipulated. Maybe you think you did something to spur him on, or that you were too passive or too demanding, or that you are somehow, in some way, to blame for the abuse you are experiencing.
Your experience of domestic abuse may be very different than someone else’s, but no matter what, one truth stands the same for all: It is never your fault.
No matter what kind of abuse you have experienced, there is nothing you can do, nothing you can say, nothing you think that makes you deserving of it. There is no mistake you could have made and no sin you could have committed to make you deserving of violence.
You do not deserve this. And it is never your fault.
You did not ask for this. You should not be silenced. You are not worthless. You do not have to pretend like nothing happened. You are not damaged goods, forgotten or ignored by God, or “getting what you deserve.”
But you are created in the image of God. You should be treated with dignity, love, and respect, but instead you are or were the victim of abuse and violence, and it was wrong. You were sinned against.
If you’re still not convinced, listen to the opinion of domestic violence expert Lundy Bancroft: “Abuse is not caused by relationship dynamics. You can’t manage your partner’s abusiveness by changing your behavior, but he wants you to think that you can.”1 Situations of domestic violence are often extremely difficult to deal with, because abusers are often masters of control and manipulation.
If you are in a situation of domestic abuse or think you might be, there’s a few things you need to know. First, the abuse is not your fault. Second, while you may feel drained, depressed, frightened, ashamed, and confused, you are not alone. And third, help is available to you.
Maybe the abuse isn’t physical—that doesn’t mean it’s not abuse. Most abuse cases begin with emotional, verbal, and other nonphysical forms of abuse and then escalate to physical forms. Or maybe the abuse has been going on for a while and shows no sign of becoming physical.
It might seem as though “violence” is too intense of a word to describe the kind of abuse that’s “only” emotional. Here’s what theologian Hans Boersma has to say about that: “Violence need not necessarily be physical. Emotional abuse can be just as damaging as physical abuse—and at times even more so.”2 Ethicist Wolfgang Huber argues that violence is better defined as the intent to hurt or torture, more than physical injury.3
The fact that your abuse doesn’t send you to the hospital or leave scars doesn’t make it any less painful, and it doesn’t make it any less wrong. The scars of emotional abuse are very real, they can run very deep, and they are not to be dismissed. In fact, emotional abuse can be just as damaging as physical abuse—sometimes even more so (we’ll talk about this more in chapter 4).
Violence seems like an intense word. But that is exactly what the experience of domestic violence is. There is both physical and non-physical violence. Augustinian Friar Donald X. Burt defines a violent act as “any act which contravenes the rights of another. It can also be described as an act which causes injury to the life, property, or person of a human being, oneself, or others.”4 Leo. D. Lefebure, a professor at Georgetown University, offers a helpful definition of violence as “the attempt of an individual or group to impose its will on others through any nonverbal, verbal, or physical means that inflict psychological or physical injury.”5
Naming domestic violence for what it is—and dealing with it as such—is important for this essential reason: the abuse usually gets worse. Infrequent episodes usually progress to more frequent ones. Less severe episodes usually progress to more severe ones. Domestic abuse often escalates from threats and verbal abuse to physical violence. And while physical injury may be the most obvious danger, the emotional and psychological consequences of domestic abuse are also severe.
If you’re reading this and see signs that you are in an abusive relationship, we applaud you for having the courage to name what you are experiencing, to call it what it is, and to begin seeking a better way. Because the truth is, you were made for more than this. God loves you and it grieves Him to see you suffer this abuse—whatever it might look like. We applaud you for picking up this book in the first place, which is nothing less than an act of courage.
And we sincerely hope and pray you will next act on that courage by removing yourself from the abuse. This isn’t about mustering up more courage to stay with him and continue to put yourself in harm’s way. No, this is about courage to do what’s best for you by fleeing the abuse altogether, in order to find a physically, emotionally, and spiritually safe place. This is our greatest hope for you.
Of course the process of getting to that safe place will be complicated and multilayered. Because as long as you are in a relationship with an abusive person, the abuse will not simply go away on its own. You don’t need to confront him alone, because what you most need is to be safe and we will provide several strategies for this. We will be also very straightforward with you about the sort of dangers you will risk when you break off an abusive relationship so that you know what you will have to watch out for (or, if you are a friend or loved one, what you can help guard against).
The process of getting to that safe place may sound frightening or even impossible at this point, but to stay poses an even greater risk to you and your children, if you have them.
The pain is real, but the healing and hope is just as real. We are convinced, because the Bible teaches it and experience confirms it, that “God is the God of Life, the one who redeems. Our faith teaches us that out of suffering, loss, and death, God brings life.”6 God protects and delivers His people from suffering, abuse, and violence.
Jesus would not have taught us to ask God to “Deliver us from evil,” if it were not possible.
DELIVER US FROM EVIL
This truth comes from the Lord’s Prayer, which is one of the most well-known passages in the Bible. Here is a traditional version found in Matthew 6:9–13:
Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come,
your will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
as we also have forgiven our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from the evil one.
We’re going to spend a minute on this prayer because it is familiar to a lot of Christians and explains why we believe God offers hope—concrete hope—for victims of domestic violence (more on this in chapter 9).
Some of the prayer seems, well, just spiritual. When we pray for God to be honored, to forgive our sins, or to deliver us from temptation, it can seem like we are asking for things to happen on some special spiritual plane apart from the real world. After all, how can we tangibly tell if God is honored?
But then the other half of the prayer asks for concrete, visible things. God’s will on earth. Daily bread. And finally—and for us, most importantly—deliverance from evil. These are reminders that God’s power extends to the everyday realm and that He is active in our lives.
Not all of the people we meet are trustworthy. Not all of the environments we live in are trustworthy. The ordinary, everyday world is filled with evil and fraught with temptation. This portion of the Lord’s Prayer, then, is about asking God to bolster our faith, to give us strength, and to save us from evil and its effects—violence, affliction, and suffering.
This, by the way, is a prayer our heavenly Father loves to answer yes to. The Lord’s Prayer addresses God as Abba—the word used by Jewish children for their earthly fathers. Praying to God as “Our Father” conveys the authority, warmth, and intimacy of a loving father’s care. “Our Father” is also “in heaven,” reminding believers of God’s sovereign rule over all things—including the things that we fear the most. And not only that, but our loving and powerful Abba wants to and is able to deliver us from evil. An incredible thought!
Of course, the thought of calling God “Father” is not a comforting one for some. Many have experienced not love from their earthly fathers, but abuse. And for those with this experience, to see God through this lens is anything but a comfort. But God is not a God of abuse, and to Him, being Abba is to be tender, loving, and protecting. And He is powerful enough to transform your definition of this word—despite the pain you may associate with it.
Because this Abba yearns to deliver His children from evil, not subject them to it. And what’s more, He is able to do just that for you.
WHAT YOU’LL FIND IN THIS BOOK
If you’re reading this and have suffered domestic abuse, we know you must be in the midst of a whirlwind of emotions. So we’ll cut to the chase and tell exactly where you can find what you most need to hear:
• If you need to know if what you’re experiencing is domestic abuse, please turn to chapter 2.
• If you need to know if others will recognize what you’re suffering is considered domestic abuse, please go to chapter 3.
• If you need to know whether you should leave or stay, please turn to chapters 5 and 10.
• If you need to know what he’s really thinking and what the obstacles might be to leaving, please turn to chapter 4.
• If you need step-by-step advice on how to get out of an abusive relationship, including supporters to contact, numbers to call, and plans to help you stay safe, please go to appendixes 1 and 2.
• If you are suffering from shame, guilt, and other negative emotions as the result of abuse, please turn to chapter 6.
• If you need to recover from an experience where the words of the Bible have been used to threaten you or keep you in submission, please turn to chapters 7 and 8.
• If you need to know how God views you and your situation, please turn to chapter 9.
• If you need to pray, but don’t have the words, please turn to chapter 11.
WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR
Victims and Survivors of Abuse
We use the term “victim” throughout the book, and before we go further we want to explain what we mean. The term “victim” signifies the cruelty and unfairness of domestic violence and puts the responsibility for the assault where it belongs—on the assailant. In this book, we use the term “victim,” though “survivor” can also be appropriate as well. Generally, the terms are used interchangeably by people who have experienced domestic violence and by the professionals who interact with them.
However, there are distinctions. “Victim” is often associated with the early trauma following an experience of domestic violence and emphasizes the fact that frequently a crime has been committed. This term is also used for emergency department responses. The terms “survivor” and “victim/survivor” are most often used within later periods of recovery to reclaim power. “Survivor” is often the chosen word for those who do not want to be viewed as remaining under the perpetrator’s influence and control.
We will use the term “victim” rather than “survivor” for two reasons. First, the unfortunate reality is that not all victims are survivors as many victims of domestic abuse are killed. Second, some victims do not feel like survivors and using that term can heap shame on them as if they have failed or done something wrong in the healing process. If you prefer the term “survivor,” we support you in your chosen identity.
However you identify yourself, please understand this: this book is a resource for healing and hope, not a substitute for reporting abuse, legal care, medical care, counseling, pastoral care, or family and community support. We focus exclusively on the emotional pain resulting from the violence and what the Bible says about the experience of domestic violence. We have ministered to many victims who want and need a clear explanation of how God’s grace applies to their experiences of domestic violence and its effects on their lives. We have also talked to many family members, friends, and ministers who know someone who was abused and are looking for a solid, gospel-based book that would be helpful in serving victims.
Pastors, Ministry Leaders, Friends, and Family
If you have tried to approach a church about your experience with abuse and been disappointed, you know firsthand that many churches are woefully underequipped to deal with domestic violence. This is a tragic reality, and one we hope will soon change. But please don’t write churches off altogether as a resource for your struggle. Instead, see appendix 3 for ways your local church can care for you if you are at risk.
While this book is primarily for you, it is also for church leaders, church members, and friends and family who know someone in an abusive situation.
If you are a leader in ministry, statistics tell us there are people under your care who have suffered—or are currently suffering—from domestic violence. This is particularly tragic because part of God’s mission for the church is to proclaim God’s healing and to seek justice for everyone it encounters.7 And this book is to help equip you in doing just that for women in abusive situations. Additionally, we’ve put together a list of resources to help further your understanding of domestic violence and how to care for its victims, which you can find in appendix 4.
Women
Finally, we talk about women and use female pronouns for victims. Statistics, which we’ll discuss later, point to the fact that the overwhelming majority of domestic violence victims are women. But we also know that there are male victims out there as well, who sometimes suffer from the added burden of feeling that it is unacceptable or a personal failure for a man to be the victim of domestic violence. If you are a man who has been victimized, even though we will focus on women here, please know that you are not forgotten.
A Prayer to Begin
If reading this has sparked the urge to pray, Psalm 55 may be especially apt for you before you read any further. It is a prayer that pleads with God to comfort and save a person who has been harmed by someone close to them. God listens not only to religious psalm writers and holy men from thousands of years ago; He listens to your prayers and cries too. Perhaps the words of Psalm 55 can serve as your prayer.
Listen to my prayer, O God,
do not ignore my plea;
hear me and answer me …
If an enemy were insulting me,
I could endure it;
if a foe were rising against me,
I could hide.
But it is you, a man like myself,
my companion, my close friend,
with whom I once enjoyed sweet fellowship
at the house of God,
as we walked about
among the worshipers.
Let death take my enemies by surprise;
let them go down alive to the realm of the dead,
for evil finds lodging among them …
Evening, morning and noon
I cry out in distress,
and he hears my voice.
(Ps. 55:2–3, 13–15, 17–18)
Am I in an Abusive Relationship?
You may already know the answer to this question. But if you don’t, it’s okay to explore the issue. Either way, we believe you’ll soon find you are not alone in your experience.
When the abuse first begins, many women in abusive relationships aren’t sure if what they are experiencing is abusive. In fact, one of the biggest hurdles to addressing domestic violence is that very few victims self-identify as experiencing abuse. Many think abuse happens to “those women” and don’t want to have the stigma of being one of “those women.”
The most telling sign that you are in an abusive relationship is living in fear of your partner. If you feel like you have to walk on eggshells around him—constantly watching what you say and do in order to avoid a blowup—your relationship is unhealthy and likely abusive. Other signs include your partner’s belittling of you, his attempts to control you, and feelings of self-loathing, helplessness, and desperation.
An abuser typically has a well-stocked arsenal of ways to exert power over you. He may employ domination, humiliation, isolation, threats, intimidation, denial, blame, and more. What’s more, he is often creative and strategic in when—and how—to put these to their most effective use.
None of this is your fault. Your abuser is the only one to blame.
And because he is so good at deceptively wielding control, it can often be difficult to discern if you are being abused. From the perspective of outside observers, these signs of abuse may be cut-and-dry. But for those trapped in the cycles of abuse, making sense of these complicated relational dynamics—especially when the relationship is intimate—can be suffocating and confusing.
If this is where you find yourself right now, here are some ways to discern if your relationship is abusive.
SIGNS YOU’RE IN AN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIP
What the Abuser Does
Some abuse victims may be so confused by the relational dynamics in their relationship—understandably so—that they need to hear stories and common experiences from others in order to make sense of their own. Some find it helpful to identify domestic abuse by understanding the common profiles of abusers—and recognizing their partner among them.
Since abuse is defined by an abuser’s behavior—not yours—we’ll start with identifying just that. Here are eight categories or personas abusers commonly exhibit:1
1. Bully
• Glares
• Shouts
• Smashes things
• Sulks
2. Jailer
• Stops you from working and seeing friends
• Tells you what to wear
• Keeps you in the house
• Charms your friends or family
3. Headworker
• Puts you down
• Tells you you’re too fat, too thin, ugly, stupid, useless, etc.
4. Persuader
• Threatens to hurt or kill you or the children
• Cries
• Says he loves you
• Threatens to kill himself
• Threatens to report you to social services
5. Liar
• Denies any abuse
• Says it was “only” a slap
• Blames drinking, drugs, stress, overwork, you, unemployment, etc.
6. Bad Father
• Says you are a bad mother
• Turns the children against you
• Uses access to harass you
• Threatens to take the children away
• Persuades you to have “his” baby and then refuses to help you care for it
7. King of the Castle
• Treats you as a servant/slave
• Says women are for sex, cooking, and housework
• Expects sex on demand2
• Controls all the money
8. Sexual Controller
• Sexually assaults you
• Won’t accept no for an answer
• Keeps you pregnant
• Rejects your advances and allows sex only when he wants it rather than when you initiate
Next, we’ll look at the specific tactics your abuser might use to exert his power and control. The most common tactics include belittling, controlling, and acting violently and/or making violent threats.
YOUR PARTNER’S BELITTLING BEHAVIOR
Does your partner:
• Yell at you?
• Embarrass, insult, criticize you, call you names, or put you down?
• Treat you so badly that you’re embarrassed for your family or friends to see?
• Put you down, but then tells you that he loves you?
• Ignore or belittle your opinions or accomplishments?
• Blame you for his abusive behavior?
• Use any mistake you made in the past against you?
• Not allow you to disagree?
• Ignore your feelings and ideas?
• Tell you that you are a bad parent or threaten to take away or hurt your children?
• Act like the abuse is no big deal, tell you it is your fault, or even deny doing it?
• See you as property or a sex object, rather than as a person?
YOUR PARTNER’S CONTROLLING BEHAVIOR
Does your partner:
• Act excessively jealous or possessive?
• Withhold affection as a way to punish you?
• Control where you go, what you do, and demand your whereabouts?
• Keep you from seeing your family or friends?
• Limit your access to money, the phone, or the car?
• Withhold basic necessities (food, clothes, medications, shelter)?
• Make you ask for money or refuse to give you money?
• Restrict you to an allowance?
• Prevent you from working or sabotage your job?
• Steal from you or take your money?
• Constantly check up on you?
• Control your plans and friends?
• Stop you from seeing your family or friends?
• Force you to drop charges?
YOUR PARTNER’S VIOLENT BEHAVIOR OR THREATS
Does your partner:
• Hit, kick, slap, choke, burn, shove, shake, drag, bite, push, punch, or physically harm you in any other way?
• Throw things at you?
• Have a bad and unpredictable temper?
• Threaten to hurt or kill you?
• Threaten to take your children away or harm them?
• Threaten to commit suicide if you leave?
• Intimidate you with guns, knives, or other weapons?
• Destroy your property or belongings?
• Threaten to kill your pet?
• Force, threaten, or coerce you to have sex?
The descriptions above are focused on your partner’s behavior, which are all telltale signs of abuse. These next questions are for you—to determine how you feel regarding your partner’s behavior. The more “yes” answers here, the more likely it is that you’re in an abusive relationship.3
THE VARIOUS KINDS OF ABUSE
As we’ve discussed previously, there are different kinds of abuse but all of them are wrong. To help you take inventory of your unique situation, let’s consider these different kinds of abuse:
Physical
When we talk about domestic violence, we are often referring to the physical abuse of a spouse or intimate partner. This means using physical force against someone in a way that injures or endangers that person. Physical assault or battering is a crime, whether it occurs inside or outside of the family. The police have the power and authority to protect you from physical attack. And you have the right to protect yourself and your children, if you have them.
Sexual
Any situation in which you are forced to participate in unwanted, unsafe, or degrading sexual activity is sexual abuse. Forced sex, even by a spouse or intimate partner with whom you also have consensual sex, is an act of aggression and violence. Sexual assault includes rape, but it also includes coercion, intimidation, or manipulation to force unwanted sex. We define sexual assault as any type of sexual behavior or contact where consent is not freely given or obtained and is accomplished through force, intimidation, violence, coercion, manipulation, threat, deception, or abuse of authority.4
Sexual assault is a display of power by the perpetrator against the victim. It is not a product of an “uncontrollable” sexual urge. In fact, it is not actually about sex at all; it is about violence and control. Perpetrators use sexual actions and behaviors as weapons to dominate, control, and belittle another person.
If you feel as though you are being pressured into sex or that you are doing something that you do not want in order to placate your partner, then let us tell you now that your feelings are valid and that it is abuse.
As shaming as sexual assault feels, you aren’t alone in this either. According to surveys, one in four women will be sexually assaulted at some point in their lifetimes, and these statistics are probably underestimates.5 Sexual assault can occur in marriage. As a matter of fact, researchers have estimated that sexual assault occurs in 10–14% of all marriages.6
Emotional
Most people can identify physical abuse—pushing, hitting, kicking—if it is happening in their relationship. Emotional abuse, on the other hand, is not always so easily spotted.
It’s harder to pinpoint exactly what’s wrong, and easier to minimize what’s really going on. It doesn’t leave you bleeding or bruised. The neighbors can’t hear it (not always) through the walls. But emotional abuse is no less destructive than physical abuse, and it is no less wrong.
The aim of emotional abuse is to chip away at your feelings of self-worth and independence—a violent process, in that it degrades you and your sense of your God-given worth. If you’re the victim of emotional abuse, you may feel that there is no way out of the relationship, or that without your abusive partner you will have nothing.
So how can you identify if what you’re experiencing is emotional abuse? There are several ways. Emotional abuse includes verbal abuse such as yelling, name-calling, blaming, and shaming. Isolation, intimidation, and controlling behavior are also signs of emotional abuse. Sometimes, abusers throw in threats of physical violence or other repercussions if you don’t do what they want.
Emotional abuse also includes economic abuse such as withholding money and basic necessities, restricting you to an allowance, sabotaging your job, and stealing from you or taking your money.
These are just some examples. But if you don’t see your particular experience listed here, use this as a general guide: Does your partner do something deliberately and repeatedly that puts you down or thwarts your plans? If the person who is supposed to be providing love, support, and guidance is keeping you in a situation where you are constantly made to feel inferior, you aren’t in a healthy relationship.
REFLECTING ON YOUR PARTNER’S BEHAVIOR
Reflect on your partner’s abusive behavior. Do you see him in these pages? Can you see evidence that the behaviors were deliberate, controlled, or planned? Does he act differently toward you when there are other people around? How has he attempted to stop your resistance to his abuse? Does he treat others with respect, while treating you with disrespect?
In chapter 3, we’ll explore some of the reasons why he chooses to abuse. But first, let’s take a look at your own experience to get clarity on your situation. Our hope is that as we spell out the nuances of what you may be experiencing, you will be able to call it what it is, plain and simple—abuse.
YOUR THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS
Do you:
• Feel afraid of your partner most of the time?
• Avoid certain topics out of fear of angering your partner?
• Feel afraid of your partner’s temper?
• Feel afraid to disagree?
• Feel that you can’t do anything right for your partner?
• Believe you deserve to be hurt or mistreated?
• Have to justify everything you do, every place you go, or every person you talk to in order to avoid your partner’s anger?
• Feel afraid to leave or break up because your partner has threatened to hurt you, himself, or someone else?
• Avoid seeing family or friends because of your partner’s jealousy?
• Wonder if you’re the one who is crazy?
• Feel emotionally numb or helpless?
IT IS STILL ABUSE IF …
A handbook for victims of violence, Breaking the Silence, makes these important points about abuse:7
It is still abuse if …
• The incidents of physical abuse seem minor when compared to those you have read about, seen on television, or heard other women talk about. There isn’t a “better” or “worse” form of physical abuse; any physical harm is a serious offense.
• The incidents of physical abuse have only occurred one or two times in the relationship. Studies indicate that if your spouse/partner has injured you once, it is likely he will do it again.
• The physical assaults stopped when you became passive and gave up your right to express yourself as you desire, to move about freely and see others, and to make decisions. It is not a victory if you have to give up your rights as a person and a partner in exchange for not being assaulted!
• There has not been any physical violence. Many women are emotionally and verbally assaulted. This can be as equally frightening and is often more confusing to try to understand.
THE POWER AND CONTROL WHEEL
Domestic violence is about exerting power and control. As Ann Jones and Susan Schecter explain, “What matters to the controller is not what he does but what he gains by doing it.”8
The following “Power and Control Wheel”9 can be helpful for you to evaluate where you stand in your relationship. It identifies aspects of abusive behavior and its underlying motivation as emotional power and control. The wheel is a tool created by researchers to help define and identify some of the behaviors used to maintain power and control. So if you don’t see an exact description here of what you’re going through, don’t jump to the conclusion that what you are experiencing isn’t abuse.
Abusers may begin with physical or sexual abuse—the outer rim—to help establish the control. Once established, physical and sexual abuse may no longer be used to maintain the emotional control. A look or tone from the abuser may serve to control the victim once abuse has been established in the relationship. However, the pattern in some cases is reversed—some abusers begin with the inner spokes and escalate to physical or sexual abuse when the behaviors listed on the inside are no longer effective for them to maintain power and control.
Anne Ganley, a therapist in Seattle who writes on healing from abuse, uses the distinction between “hands-on” and “hands-off” abuse.10 Hands-on includes physical and sexual abuse. Hands-off involves psychological, verbal, and emotional abuse. This includes threats (such as suicide, removing the children, hurting the children, deportation), forcing the victim to perform degrading acts (eating dinner out of the dog bowl, eating cigarettes left in an ashtray, licking the kitchen or bathroom floor), controlling the victim’s activities (such as sleeping and eating habits, relationships, access to money), attacking the victim’s self-esteem, denying the validity of her feelings and ideas, or intentionally frightening the victim.
The “Power and Control Wheel” shows the vast amount of ways that abusers exert power and control over their intimate partners. Many women do not realize the different ways that an abuser has been harming them until they are out and away from his grip of power and control. So we’ve included another tool to figure out if you are in an abusive relationship: the “Equality Wheel,” which was developed to describe a nonviolent, non-abusive partnership. This wheel represents healthy or ideal behaviors that one would hope to find in a relationship. The core of a healthy relationship focuses on equality. Once a power imbalance has occurred in a relationship, it opens the door for abusive behavior.
THE CYCLE OF ABUSE
The specifics of domestic violence differ from situation to situation, but domestic violence tends to follow a pattern no matter when it occurs or who is involved. The pattern or cycle repeats and can happen many times during a relationship. This may be difficult to read about if this pattern is a reality in your life rather than words on a page, but we hope that by describing the pattern, you will get a clear picture of the depth of the situation.
The pattern starts at its center, which is the abuser himself. He puts his wants and whims first and foremost. And while the abuser’s life revolves around what he wants, the life of the abused revolves around the abuser.
Every morning, the guessing game begins anew. What mood will he be in today? What precautions can I take to avoid hidden minefields? What will happen if I upset him again?
This leads the victim to be very careful of what she says, how she responds, her facial expressions, and even how she dresses. The victim has oriented her whole existence to please him, and their happiness and peace depends on his moods and how he feels about everything. The victim works to keep the peace.
The pattern of domestic violence may be best understood through several phases. Each phase may last a different length of time and over time the level of violence may increase. And remember, not all domestic violence relationships fit the cycle and not everyone’s experiences are the same.
The cycle of violence is a tool developed by researcher Lenore Walker in her book The Battered Woman Syndrome.11 On average, about one-third of domestic violence victims can identify with this cycle. Examining the cycle of violence reveals the complexity of abuse and how abusers can skillfully blend abuse with loving behaviors.
If you aren’t sure if you can break things off, or if you think that the cycle will naturally be broken if you leave, it’s important to see the whole picture and to understand what he might do in response. As you will see, the worst parts will always subside if he doesn’t think it’s an effective way to keep you in his power, but when he has lured you back, nothing will have changed. And without intervention, the frequency and severity of the abuse tends to increase—spiraling downward in the cycle of abuse.
The cycle below describes the main phases of abusive incidents in more detail so that you can see which ones might apply to your particular situation.
TENSION PHASE
During the tension phase, the victim often feels like they are walking on eggshells. This phase may last for weeks or even months, and in it:
• Stress begins to build
• Communication breaks down
• The victim senses growing danger, and tries to avoid it
• Violence/abuse occurs, yet the victim perceives it as “minor”
• Incidents occur more often, intensity increases
• Family denies, minimizes, blames external factors
• The victim begins to hope “somehow” things will change
CRISIS PHASE
The crisis phase is easily recognizable, because in it, the abuser often simply snaps. This phase may last anywhere from two hours to 24 hours, or even span over several days. In the crisis phase:
• The victim’s anxiety runs extremely high
• Major, uncontrolled violence occurs
• The abuse becomes explosive, acute, and unpredictable
• The abuse may result in serious injuries, even death
• The abuser blames the victim
• The victim accommodates in order to survive
• The victim may escape during this phase, yet often returns when the crisis is over
• The victim may isolate herself and collapse emotionally
CALM PHASE
This phase is exactly what it sounds like—the calm after the storm. This is when the abuser often showers the victim with apologies and false promises. The calm phase may last for days or weeks, and in it:
• The whole family is in shock at first
• The abuser may be extremely remorseful and seek forgiveness
• All are relieved that the crisis is past
• The victim is worn down, accepts promises, presents
• Children become caretakers to “keep the peace”
• The abuser may display kind, loving behavior
• The family welcomes this “honeymoon” stage and wants to believe violence won’t recur
THE CYCLE FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE ABUSER
This is the experience of the cycle from your point of view. Now here is what the cycle looks like within the mind of the abuser:
• Abuse—Your abusive partner lashes out with aggressive, belittling, or violent behavior. The abuse is a power play designed to show you “who is boss.”
• Guilt—After abusing you, your partner feels guilt but not over what he’s done. He’s more worried about the possibility of being caught and facing consequences for his abusive behavior.
• Excuses—To sidestep this guilt, your abuser rationalizes what he has done. The person may come up with a string of excuses or blame you for the abusive behavior—anything to avoid taking responsibility.
• “Normal” behavior—The abuser does everything he can to regain control and keep the victim in the relationship. He may act as if nothing has happened, or he may turn on the charm. This peaceful “honeymoon” phase may give the victim hope that the abuser has really changed this time.
• Fantasy and planning—But then your abuser begins to fantasize about abusing you again. He spends a lot of time thinking about what you’ve done wrong and how he’ll make you pay. Then he makes a plan for turning the fantasy of abuse into reality.
• Setup—Your abuser sets you up and puts his plan in motion. What’s more, by now he’s convinced himself that he is perfectly justified in punishing you in this way.
The abuser’s apologies and affectionate gestures in between the episodes of abuse can make it difficult to leave. He may make you believe that you are the only person who can help him, that things will be different this time, and that he truly loves you. However, the dangers of staying are very real—as you will experience anew every time the cycle starts all over again.
Here’s an example of a full cycle of domestic violence looking from the outside in: A man abuses his partner. After he hurts her, he experiences self-directed guilt. He says, “I’m sorry for hurting you.” What he does not say is, “Because I might get caught.” He then rationalizes his behavior by saying that his partner is having an affair with someone. He tells her, “If you weren’t such a worthless whore, I wouldn’t have to hurt you.” He then acts contrite, reassuring her that he will not hurt her again. He then fantasizes and reflects on past abuse and how he will hurt her again. He plans on telling her to go to the store to get some groceries. What he withholds from her is that she only has a certain amount of time to do the shopping. When she is held up in traffic and is a few minutes late, he feels completely justified in abusing her because, “You’re having an affair with the store clerk.” He has just set her up.12
TREE, TRUNK, AND ROOTS
Lundy Bancroft, a consultant who has studied extensively the minds of abusive men, writes, “Abuse grows from attitudes and values, not feelings. The roots are ownership, the trunk is entitlement, and the branches are control.”13 The issue of abuse is not only about having control of and power over someone else. The abuser uses power and control as tools to support his belief that he owns his wife or partner and that he is entitled to certain treatment.
This is why violence against women increases in cultures and countries where women are actually owned (through practices of dowry) and where issues of male entitlement run higher (e.g., machismo culture). It also explains why most abusers are male—and most victims, female—because male ownership and entitlement runs through the root of almost all societies. We would suggest that this is because male domination was a primary consequence of the fall. In Genesis 3:16, after the fall, God responds to Eve, saying: “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” This does not mean God determined men should rule their wives—that male domination is ideal and how it should be. Rather, we see this man’s ruling over his wife as a consequence of sin—that is not the best plan for humanity. This is further evidenced by the fact that before the fall, men and women were equal.
Chauvinism and misogyny are effects of sin; they are not part of God’s design for men and women. Chauvinism says that men and women have been created in a hierarchy with the male as the higher, superior sex—much like a king born into a family with a natural right to exercise authority over the rest of his nation. Chauvinism upholds that women, in contrast, are the weaker or lesser of the sexes, inheriting a natural role of submission to the man—like the citizens of a country who have no natural claim to authority.
But we don’t believe that God created you to be in this role.
The practical implication of chauvinism is that in the family, the church, and in society at large, women are not to exercise authority over men because it’s believed that they are incapable of doing so by virtue of how they have been made.
This is the assumption of “male privilege,” which is a term that refers generally to the special rights or status granted to men but denied to women in a society on the basis of their sex. This position is very problematic because it’s oppressive. And it can often, tragically, become the foundation of abuse. Moreover, this position misunderstands God’s creative intentions for men and women.
In other words, we believe abuse is not just a case-by-case incident. It is an epidemic—and since we are Christians, we believe that it is an outgrowth of the human sinfulness. Abuse is not the way things should be. You were made for more than this.
The first question faced by victims of abuse is often: Am I in an abusive relationship? And when this question has been answered, it stirs up a second question of equal importance: Is the abuse my fault?
We understand you may wonder if things might improve if only you were a bit more compliant, or if you had a stronger backbone, or maybe if you simply stayed out of his way. But research tells another story, and it is one you need to know.
Research on domestic violence reveals that a woman’s behavior actually has no bearing on the abuse. In fact, all of the factors that lead to increased or decreased violence are characteristics of the abuser, not the victim. Psychologists Neil Jacobson and John Gottman say it plainly: “There was nothing battered women could do to stop the abuse except get out of the relationship.”1
Ultimately, abusive men do not abuse because of what their partners do or do not do; they abuse because of complex internal pathologies beyond your control or responsibility.2
In other words, and as we have said before, it is not your fault.
The abuser is the only one to blame for his abuse. Of course, he does not want you to see it this way. As we have discussed, men who abuse share some common characteristics—and one of these characteristics is to blame-shift. They want you to believe that you are at fault for the abuse you are receiving. But this is not true.
Focusing on your abuser’s behavior—rather than your response to his behavior—is crucial for you to get past any feelings of guilt for what has happened to you. The question of “Why don’t you leave?” is an important one, but is often used to put the responsibility on you—the one experiencing abuse. Our hope is that people will instead begin asking “Why does he choose to abuse?”
ABUSIVE MEN CHOOSE TO ABUSE
While characteristics vary from person to person, all abusers share one thing in common: they choose to abuse deliberately.
They may blame their behavior on you, an abusive childhood, stress, alcohol problems, their cultural background, financial problems, or their personalities.
Others aid in this false claim by assuming violence and abuse only happen because the abuser isn’t able to control his behavior. Others still believe abusers do what they do because they were abused as a child, or that their behavior is dictated by mental illness. Certainly childhood issues, alcohol, drugs, mental, and other health problems may be factors of domestic abuse, but they are not the cause.
The truth is, the only reason an abuser abuses is because he chooses to. Contrary to what some believe, abusers are able to control their behavior—they do it all the time. Just look at how they behave when they are not around their victims.
The flip side of this is that if abusers can indeed control their actions, we believe that perpetrators can also choose to behave respectfully toward others. The bottom line is, whether he chooses to abuse or to respect, the responsibility for his choice is his alone. And yet, it is not worth risking your safety to stay around and find out what he will choose.
We know that certain factors intensify an abuser’s desire to abuse, but none of those factors cause abuse. Abusers abuse for one reason: because they want to. Yet there are no acceptable reasons for a partner to abuse another in an intimate relationship.
Here’s why we believe he’s in control of what he’s doing. Have you ever seen him suddenly change his behavior in the middle of an abusive episode? Have you noticed that he does not abuse others—only you or your children? More than that, an abuser often makes strategic decisions about the type and amount of abuse. Perpetrators have rules about how far they will go. They are selective about where they will inflict injury on a victim’s body—for example, where the bruises will not be seen in public. Many abusers are also excellent at concealing their violent tendencies, putting on a charming face in public and waiting to unleash their anger and abuse only in the privacy of their own home. All of this shows abusers are quite purposeful about how and where they choose to abuse.
So if abuse is always his fault, why do women stay?
WHY SOME ABUSED WOMEN STAY
There are lots of reasons why a person might choose to stay in an abusive relationship. Staying doesn’t mean that you like the abuse or that it cannot be “that bad.” No matter why you stay, the abuse is never your fault. We know that the deck is stacked against you when confronted with leaving or not. There is a very real fear of retaliation or even death if you leave, but as we will talk about later, we believe leaving is a risk well worth taking.
While we urge you to leave as soon as possible, we know there are a variety of factors why you might be staying with an abuser or have not yet left. Combining the insights of theology, sociology, and therapy, Catherine Clark Kroeger, Nancy Nason-Clark, and Helene L. Conway offer numerous reasons why women do not leave or end a violent relationship:3
• Fear is the number one reason women do not leave abusive husbands and violent homes. An abused woman fears for her future, fears further violence, and fears for the lives of her children. Fear permeates her life and is often experienced as a paralyzing terror, ruling her day and destroying her sleep through nightmares.
• Finances—economic dependency—keep many women from perceiving that there are options besides life with their violent partner. A woman’s lack of personal or economic resources, coupled with the fact that she might never have been employed, means she cannot see the alternatives.
• The fantasy of change, or the hope that someday the violence will cease, keeps many women with violent husbands for years or for a lifetime.
• Afraid that no one will believe them. Sometimes victims stay because they are afraid that no one will believe them. Often an abuser will use this as a threat to keep the victim in the relationship.
• Low self-esteem. Experiencing abuse can erode a person’s self-esteem. They may find it difficult to make decisions or think clearly during this time.
• Mixed feelings. The victim may have mixed feelings for the abuser. They may be torn between the abuser’s “good qualities” and wanting the abuse to end.
• Religious or cultural beliefs can affect their acceptance of abuse. The victim’s religion or culture may condone some forms of relationship violence.
• Religious beliefs sometimes cause women to feel that God does not permit them to leave, that marriage is forever, that this is their cross to bear, or that perpetual forgiveness of their husband for his repeated behavior is God’s expectation. Religious women are especially likely to cling to the belief that their violent husband wants to and will change his behavior. Here it is critical that the victim seek out wise counsel from a trained pastor and counselor to help her navigate these issues.
• Cultural pressures may keep a victim from leaving her abuser. The victim may feel pressure from family, friends, and/or society to stay in the relationship and not give up, even if their partner is abusive.
• Children in the picture can often cause a victim to reconsider leaving when she weighs the emotional, financial, and educational consequences of taking the children away from their father. A mother may feel that her children are better off at home especially if the abuser is not directly violent to the children.
• Other emotions, such as shame of a failed relationship or embarrassment at the intimate nature of her horrors, may make a victim reluctant to leave since she knows she will have to explain her reasons for leaving to others.
• The abuser may have made threats to the victim about leaving. Threats can range from physical threats to the victim or someone the victim cares about, to suicide, and even blackmail. The victim may feel trapped.
• The victim may have tried to break up with the abuser in the past only to be abused with more intensity or stalked by him.
THE RESISTANCE OF ABUSED WOMEN
Those who have been abused are often actively resisting their abusers, but all too often, their resistance goes unnoticed by outsiders. Family and friends may assume that victims have not done enough to protect themselves and have created their own misfortunes. Also, victims tend not to talk about their experiences of abuse to stay safer from the perpetrator, and to avoid the negative judgments of others. Often family, friends, and professionals do not hear the full story of how much victims have suffered or how much they have resisted the abuse. If you’ve been abused and have resisted your abuser, sadly, you’re likely to have experienced at least some of what is mentioned above. This experience is often painful and embarrassing.
You may experience messages from others that leave you feeling shameful and disheartened. Acquaintances may imply that you’re “damaged” or even “responsible” for the abuse. Well-meaning family and friends may feel there is something wrong with you for having picked an abuser to marry, or believe you are so damaged that you are likely going to pick another abuser.
Too often women who resist abuse are seen to be at fault when they resist or stand up to the abuser. However, if you’ve resisted your abuser, you’re showing that you’ve maintained something of your humanity and self-esteem in the face of horrendous abuse. If this is you, you should be supported, celebrated, assisted, and encouraged—not blamed, offered platitudes, asked suspicious questions, and told bad theology.
Some people make an assumption that victims passively accept violence, and lack self-esteem, assertiveness, or boundaries. But all victims do things to oppose abuse and to keep their dignity. No victim wants to be abused, and they do resist it in some way. They do stand up against, refuse to comply with, and try to stop or prevent violence, disrespect, and oppression.
Of course, abuse is dangerous territory, so usually victims resist it in small and subtle ways. Others may not even notice the resistance so they assume that victims are “passive” and “they do not do enough to stand up for themselves.” In fact, victims actively resist violence.
About this, advocates of domestic abuse explain, “It is not surprising that many victims are also confused about their partner’s violent behavior, and do not understand why he does such mean and hurtful things. In our view, this ‘failure to understand’ is another way that victims resist abuse. It shows that victims know there are no acceptable reasons for abusive behavior.”4
Society may look at you in your situation and cast blame for staying. And while we do believe staying puts you at personal risk, we also believe that even acknowledging what you are experiencing as abuse—which is without excuse—shows tremendous courage.
In appendix 2, we have listed some tips on who to talk to and how to plan a safe exit strategy. But in the meantime, we want you to know that simply by acknowledging that this abuse is a problem in your relationship, you’ve done something extraordinary.
Because the last things abusers want is for their victims to identify their experience as “domestic violence,” it can often be very difficult to do so. Maybe you feel afraid, ashamed, guilty, angry, confused, helpless, hopeless, drained, depressed, and frightened—but you don’t know what to name what is happening to you. You may also feel very alone in your experience. But we want you to know how common your experience is. What we plan to do here is to give you a sense of how laws define domestic violence (it’s broader than you think!) and to show you how prevalent it is in our society. The statistics are staggering, but we want you to recognize that you are not alone in what you are going through and there are many others who understand.
DEFINING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Domestic violence is used as an overarching term to encompass a large number of behaviors—physical, verbal, and psychological—that violate the well-being of an individual and his or her ability to act. There is currently little consensus among practitioners and researchers on which term to use—domestic violence or intimate partner violence—and how to define those terms exactly. What’s more, they may be defined differently in medical, legal, political, or social contexts. But the point is, the legal definition of all that constitutes domestic violence is a wide one.
In general, these terms mean the same thing. Intimate partner violence is used to describe abuse between current or former “romantic” partners. Domestic violence can include abuse from a household member such as a roommate or caretaker, intimate partners, or a family member—whether or not they live with the victim. For this book, our focus is on domestic violence between only intimate partners, though many principles widely apply to other forms of domestic violence. In this book, we’ve also decided to use the more common and well-known term “domestic violence” but are comfortable with “intimate partner violence” or “intimate partner abuse.”1 See the note for a fuller explanation of these terms.
Historically, “domestic violence” was mostly associated with physical violence. “Domestic violence” today, however, has a much broader legal definition, which includes sexual, psychological, verbal, and economic abuse.2 So if you are wondering if your situation is serious enough to be classified as abuse, the courts are probably more sympathetic than you might think.
A NARROW AND BROAD UNDERSTANDING
The purpose of defining domestic violence is twofold. Of course, you first need to be able to define it for yourself and to name what you are experiencing. Second, you need to be able to talk about your experience with those who haven’t had to live in an abusive situation themselves.
We are going to give a general definition here. Let’s start by discussing what violence is, in terms everybody can agree upon: “Violence is the extreme application of social control. Usually understood as the use of physical force, it can take a psychological form when manifested through direct harassment or implied terroristic threats. Violence can also be structural, as when institutional forces such as governments or medical systems impinge upon individuals’ rights to bodily integrity, or contribute to the deprivation of basic human needs.”3 Many persons understand violence in primarily physical terms—something that harms the body. As this definition makes clear, more and more people are recognizing that using force to control someone at any level (psychological, emotional, sexual, etc.) is violence just the same.4
Our definition of domestic violence favors the broader view. Domestic violence is a pattern of coercive, controlling, or abusive behavior that is used by one individual to gain or maintain power and control over another individual in the context of an intimate relationship. This includes any behaviors that frighten, intimidate, terrorize, exploit, manipulate, hurt, humiliate, blame, injure, or wound an intimate partner. If you take a minute to look at our reference notes, you’ll realize this definition isn’t just our personal preference. It’s the increasing consensus of psychologists, lawmakers, and experts in the field (partly for that reason, this section will sound a little more clinical).
As such, domestic violence can take many forms, including willful intimidation, physical assault,5 sexual assault, battery, stalking,6 verbal abuse,7 emotional abuse, economic control,8 psychological abuse, spiritual abuse, isolation, any other abusive behavior, and/or threats of such. Of course, threats of abuse can be as frightening as the abuse itself, particularly, when the victim knows the perpetrator may carry out the threats.
Former or current spouses, opposite-sex cohabitating partners, same-sex cohabitating partners, boyfriends, girlfriends, ex-boyfriends, ex-girlfriends, and dates can commit domestic violence. For the purpose of this book, “intimate partner relationship” is defined as a relationship between two people who may or may not be married, heterosexual, homosexual, living together (cohabitating), dating, separated, divorced, or currently in a relationship.9
Intimate violence includes the establishment of abusive control and power over another person through fear, isolation, and/or intimidation.10 Violent behavior, such as the act of engaging in intimate violence, often is thought of as direct “hands-on” infliction of pain but also includes implied threat or actual physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, including withholding finances and medical equipment.11
This understanding of domestic violence gets beyond our society’s narrow understanding of the issue and expands the spectrum of actions to be considered domestic violence. Our comprehensive definition and understanding of domestic violence includes several elements. Each element is important in understanding domestic violence:
• Intentional: The abuser consciously or subconsciously sets out to use deliberate abusive tactics to achieve his/her ends. The abuser chooses to abuse and he can choose to stop abusing at any time.
• Methodical: The abuser systematically uses a series of abusive tactics to gain power over the partner and to control her.
• Pattern: The abused partner often at first sees the abusive tactics as isolated and unrelated incidents, but they are really a series of related acts that form a pattern of behaviors.
• Tactics: The abuser uses a variety of tactics to gain power and to control his partner such as threats, violence, humiliation, exploitation, or even self-pity.
• Power: The abuser aims to acquire and employ power in the relationship. For example, the abuser may use force or threats of physical harm to intimidate his or her partner, thereby gaining physical and emotional power. Or the abuser may prohibit the partner from working, making the partner financially dependent on the abuser, and thereby gaining financial power.
• Control: With sufficient power, the abuser can control his partner—forcing or coercing her to do as the abuser wishes. For example, the abuser controls the decision making for the relationship, or controls who has social contact with the partner, or determines the sexual practices of the partner. The goal of the abuser is to force compliance.
• Desires: The abuser’s ultimate goal is to get his emotional and physical desires met and he aims to selfishly make use of his partner to meet those needs. Most abusers are afraid their desires will not be fulfilled through a normal healthy relationship. Fear motivates them to use abuse to ensure that their desires will be met.
Domestic violence is a pervasive, life-threatening epidemic and crime that affects millions of people worldwide in every community. It takes place across all races, ages, socioeconomic statuses, geographic regions, religions, nationalities, and education backgrounds, including traditional, nontraditional, teen dating, and adult dating relationships as well as older populations.12 You are not alone.
A NATIONAL PROBLEM
Domestic violence is dangerously good at hiding itself, yet it is extremely prevalent—and extremely damaging—in our world today.
Domestic violence exists in every community and culture (including communities and cultures that we might perceive as happy and “normal”). The number of occurrences of domestic violence is staggering. Around the world, at least one in every three women has been beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused at some point during her lifetime. Most often, the abuser is a member of her own family.
Intimate partner violence is pervasive in U.S. society. The prevalence of domestic violence in the United States is difficult to determine because the crime is vastly underreported, yet the statistics are still overwhelmingly high: one in every four women will experience domestic violence in her lifetime.13 Statistics about domestic violence are based on reported acts, with between two to four million women being abused physically by an intimate partner each year in the U.S.14 Women of all races are about equally vulnerable to violence by an intimate partner.
Pastor and social activist Ron Clark puts it into perspective this way:
If our nation were a church of 400 people, one could estimate that 160 would be adult women, twenty would be teenage girls, 160 would be adult men, and twenty would be teenage boys. According to national statistics, forty of the women would experience some form of physical abuse in their life. Twenty of the women would be currently experiencing physical abuse. Four of five of the teenage girls would experience some type of dating violence. If abuse is expanded to include verbal and emotional abuse, then at least eighty of the women would be experiencing the humiliation and degradation of verbal criticism from a spouse or boyfriend. Approximately sixty of the men and boys would have assaulted their girlfriend or wife at some time. It could also be expected that half of the congregation (200 people) would have witnessed abuse in their family or their spouse’s family and 150 of them would have known of a woman who has been abused in the past year. Even more than this, some of the men and boys in the congregation would be actively abusing some of the women.15
Nearly three out of four (74%) of Americans personally know someone who is or has been a victim of domestic violence. Approximately 30% of Americans say they know a woman who has been physically abused by her husband or boyfriend in the past year.16 So if you haven’t told anyone about your abuse, remember that even if it seems as though the situation is isolating, many of the people you talk to already know others with a similar experience.
In terms of lifetime abuse rates, various studies show that 22–33% of American women will be assaulted—including rape, physical violence, or stalking—by an intimate partner in their lifetimes.17 A 2001 U.S. study revealed that 85% of the victims were female with a male abuser.18 Historically, females have been most often victimized by someone they knew.19 The other 15% includes intimate partner violence in gay and lesbian relationships and men who were abused by a female partner.20 Women are 90–95% more likely to suffer domestic violence than men.21 Women living with female intimate partners experience less intimate partner violence than women living with male intimate partners. Men living with male intimate partners experience more intimate partner violence than do men who live with female intimate partners.22 These findings provide further evidence that intimate partner violence is perpetrated primarily by men, whether against male or female partners. The numbers show that overall, women are at far greater risk of intimate partner violence than are men.23
Young women are particularly at risk. Women between the ages of 16 and 24 experience the highest rate of intimate partner violence and sexual assault.24 Similarly, women who are 20–24 years of age are at the greatest risk of nonfatal intimate partner violence.25 And among teenage girls, one in three reports knowing a friend or a peer who has been hit, punched, kicked, slapped, or physically injured by a partner.26
Violence against women is primarily intimate partner violence: 64% of women who reported being raped, physically assaulted, and/or stalked since the age of 18 were victimized by a current or former husband, cohabitating partner, boyfriend, or date.27
CHILDREN
Even if the recipient of abuse is the mother (and not any children), children are affected by domestic abuse in staggering and long-lasting ways. And it is here, among some of the household’s most vulnerable members, that we see some of the most toxic effects of the cycle of abuse. If you have children, this section will be especially hard to read, but please bear with us, because we think it’s important that you know this information.
To begin with, studies suggest that between 10–15 million children are exposed to domestic violence every year.28 And for these children, abusive adults can cause tremendous long-term physical, emotional, and spiritual damage in their lives. This is true even if they physically abuse the mother (but the children are not physically hurt), though roughly half of men who physically abuse their wives also abuse their children.29 Bruce Perry, one of the top neurological trauma researchers in the world, has conclusively shown that when young children merely witness domestic violence, this trauma exposure creates long-term physiological changes, including significant structural alteration and damage to the brain.30
The aftermath of abuse comes out in children’s behavior as well. Children exposed to violence are more likely to attempt suicide, abuse drugs and alcohol, run away from home, be exploited in teenage prostitution, and commit sexual assault crimes.31 Children who witness violence at home display emotional and behavioral disturbances as diverse as withdrawal, low self-esteem, nightmares, self-blame, and aggression against peers, family members, and property.32
The damage also occurs in more intangible ways. Children who witness the abuse often experience their mother’s powerlessness and humiliation. Many lose their childhood innocence because their sense of security has been violated and they feel dramatically unsafe. Children often develop anxiety in anticipation of the next attack, blame themselves for the abuse, and fear abandonment—especially if they should fail to keep the violence secret. They are left isolated and frightened as they carry the weight of shame, responsibility, guilt, and anger.33
And here, among children, we see one of the most toxic effects of the cycle of abuse: Witnessing violence from one parent or caregiver to another is the strongest risk factor of transmitting violent behavior from one generation to the next.34 Boys who witness domestic violence are twice as likely to abuse their own partners and children when they become adults.35 Men exposed to physical abuse, sexual abuse, and/or domestic violence as children are almost four times more likely than other men to perpetrate domestic violence as adults.36
The most common factor among men who abuse their wives is that they experienced (received or witnessed) domestic violence themselves in childhood. Again, this history does not excuse anyone from choosing destructive behavior, but it does illustrate the far-reaching effects of abuse.
Additionally, we know that girls who grow up in physically abusive homes are more likely to be physically and sexually victimized by their own intimate partners in adulthood. Daughters are more than six times more likely to be sexually abused in homes where intimate partner violence occurs.37 Children in homes where domestic violence occurs are physically abused or seriously neglected at a rate of 1500% higher than the national average in the general population.38 And even when they grow into adults, children who’ve grown up in abusive households are 15 times more likely to be abused by other adults.
If you are reading this and are still on the fence about getting out of the relationship, all of these studies point to destructive effects of abuse that are long-term. Even if your child has not personally suffered abuse yet, the consequences of even witnessing it in the home over the rest of their lives could be catastrophic.
FREQUENCY AND DURATION
One of the common perceptions that keep many women in abusive relationships is the belief that this time, he’ll change—that this time, he really means it when he says it won’t happen again. But the numbers tell another story.
According to the U.S. Department of Justice, approximately half of the women raped by an intimate partner and two-thirds of the women physically assaulted by an intimate partner said they were victimized multiple times by the same partner.39 Female rape victims have reported 4.5 rapes on average by the same partner, and female physical assault victims averaged 6.9 assaults. Among women who were victimized multiple times by the same partner, 63% of rape victims and 70% of assault victims say their victimization lasted a year or more. On average, women who were raped multiple times said their victimization occurred over 3.8 years, and women who were physically assaulted multiple times said their victimization occurred over 4.5 years.40
Your abuser may say it won’t happen again, but more often than not, it will. This is a difficult truth to come to terms with, but we believe it is important for you to know for your own safety.
THE REALITY OF LEAVING
You are the expert for your situation; what we are telling you may be new information, but we know you will have been doing everything you can to manage yourself and any children involved. An abuser will attempt to totally disempower you and force you to stop trusting your own instincts. We would encourage you to begin trusting your own instincts and when possible seek help. You will already be taking steps to keep yourself and any children safe. Using the resources in appendix 2, this risk can be dramatically decreased through taking certain steps and accessing specialist support. All of the studies and statistics we have discussed here point to long-lasting damage if you stay, but we also want to be clear about the risks of leaving.
To begin with, domestic abuse does not end immediately with separation from the abuser. We believe leaving is a critical step for a woman in an abusive relationship, but as critical as it is, it is also dangerous. Over 75% of separated women suffer post-separation abuse.41 Not only that, but even if the separation seems at first successful, there is an ongoing risk to a person once they leave an abusive relationship.
The abuser may begin to stalk and harass the woman once she has left. And then there is the emotional impact that surfaces when someone is finally out from under the abuse. However, this is also the time when the emotional support from family and friends often stops. This is why it is important to remind supporters to stick around. Approximately 75% of all domestic homicides occur while the victim is trying to leave their abuser or has just left the relationship.42 This is a valid fear, and if you believe you may be at risk, skip down to the section, “Reporting and Protection Orders.”
To keep yourself and your children safe, please review the following risk factors. It is important to note that the presence of a risk factor does not mean that violent behavior will necessarily occur, only that the odds of it occurring are greater. These risks include the following:
• Unmarried, cohabiting couples have higher rates of intimate partner violence than do married couples. Unmarried couples are at greater risk of intimate partner violence than married couples.43
• Minorities have higher rates of intimate partner violence than do white people.44
• Lower income women have higher rates of intimate partner violence than do higher income women.45
• Less educated women have higher rates of intimate partner violence than do more educated women.46
• Couples with income, educational, or occupational status disparities have higher rates of intimate partner violence than do couples with no status disparity.47
• Women were significantly more likely to report violence by a current partner if their education level was greater than their partner’s.
• Experiencing and/or witnessing violence in one’s family of origin increases one’s chances of being a perpetrator or victim of intimate partner violence.48
• Wife assault is more common in families where power is concentrated in the hands of the husband or male partner and the husband makes most of the decisions regarding family finances and strictly controls when and where his wife or female partner goes.49
• Persons with a disability are at greater risk of violence,50 although there is no empirical evidence that having a disability increases one’s risk of intimate partner violence.
Verbal abuse is one of the biggest indicators that physical abuse may follow. Much of the violence perpetrated against women by male partners is part of a systematic pattern of dominance and control, or what some researchers have called “patriarchal terrorism.”51 If you see signs of this in your relationship, leaving will be a risk—but we believe these signs also give you strong reason to leave.
REPORTING AND PROTECTION ORDERS
So if these are the risk factors, what are you to do about them? One of the practical precautions you can take is to report the abuse, and file a protection order. These are frightening words—we know. But we will walk you through what you need to do.
First of all, domestic violence is one of the most chronically underreported crimes—which limits what can be done about it.52 Only about one-quarter of all physical assaults, one-fifth of all rapes, and one-half of all stalking incidents perpetuated against females by intimate partners are reported to the police.53
Why isn’t it reported? These facts suggest that most victims of intimate partner violence do not consider the justice system an appropriate vehicle for resolving conflicts with intimates.
Unfortunately, some have good reason to distrust the justice system. According to a study based on the National Violence Against Women Survey, for example, approximately 20% of victims annually obtain civil protection orders against former partners. But about one-half of those orders against intimate partners who physically assaulted them were violated.
But the police can be an effective deterrent. Steven Tracy points out that a 1986 Bureau of Justice Statistics survey concluded that women who reported their abuse to authorities were far less likely to be assaulted again than the wives who submitted to the abuse and did not contact the authorities.54 Specifically, the survey found that 41% of wives who did not report their abusive husbands to the police were attacked again within six months, whereas only 15% of abused wives who reported the abuse to authorities were assaulted again.55
The bottom line? The justice system may not be an absolute guarantee, but if you are honest and up front about the danger your abuser poses, the police can be a key to safety. If you take that first step, remember that there are resources that the police can offer you—people to talk to and make plans with you—that can make all the other steps easier. They’ve done it before—you are not alone.
THE POWER OF NAMING VIOLENCE FOR WHAT IT IS
Naming and describing the evil done to you does not ensure automatic personal healing. However, it does provide clarity, which may motivate your path to safety. On the other hand, if domestic violence is not defined, named, or described, then it remains hidden.
In the Bible, the psalmist never shies away from telling the truth of his dire circumstances—and neither should you. By naming injustice, violence, and lies, you acknowledge to God—and to yourself—that things are not the way they are meant to be. That very longing for wrongs to be righted speaks to your dignity, value, and worth as one created by God.
Acknowledging the trauma you have experienced is vital to your healing, but it is only the first step. As you begin to come to terms with your abuse, further healing will come as you are able to interpret the effect of what happened to you within a larger pattern of meaning. The first step toward doing this is to look closely at the effects of domestic violence and the accompanying emotions.
What Are the Effects of Domestic Violence?
In the moment, it’s hard to see how deeply domestic violence can affect you. Internal trauma is not only done to you but also experienced by you, the victim. These internal—and deeply personal—places of a victim’s heart, will, and emotions need an equally personal application of the grace of God. If this is you, please turn to chapter 6.
While the statistics show us the staggering prevalence of abuse today, what is even more staggering is to think about the damage done to each and every victim as an individual. Abusers often find ways to hurt the whole person. They shred their victim’s sense of self-worth, crush their wills, and violate their bodies. The effects are widespread and catastrophic—including physical, social, emotional, psychological, and spiritual damage. If left untended, these effects will be ongoing, no matter how long ago the abuse happened. This is why it is important to deal with them honestly now.
Being abused is the very opposite of what God intends for you. In stark contrast to the effects of abuse, God wants you to be physically, socially, emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually whole. This is no abstract desire, either—this is something He actually enacts in your life by His grace.
So how does a person move from the effects of abuse into the effects of grace? That’s what this chapter is here to help guide you through.
THE NEUROLOGICAL EFFECTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Because abuse is harm done to the whole person, its whole person comprehensively feels its effects. And it all starts with the brain.
As neuroscientists discover more and more about how the brain works, they are also discovering the deep and lasting ways trauma impacts the brain. Trauma affects the brain in a way completely different from any other normal memories—which is vitally important in empowering those who have experienced abuse to know that they are not going crazy. Rather, the trauma gets “stuck” in the wrong part of the brain. In this part of the brain, trauma is misperceived as ongoing rather than part of the past. Because the trauma is experienced as a current event, it infuses and continues to play itself out in all areas of an individual’s life: her emotional well-being, her physical health, her relationships, her faith, her overall functionality. Until it is moved into the right part of the brain (the frontal cortex), there will be ongoing physical and neurological problems.
In a very real sense, traumatic memory does not know time. That’s why the platitude “Time heals all wounds” is very unhelpful.
It is appropriate to call domestic violence traumatic. “Trauma” is understood as a state of being negatively overwhelmed. It is the experience of terror, loss of control, of helplessness during a stressful event that threatens one’s physical and/or psychological well-being. In her study of traumatic injuries, professor Jennifer Beste writes: “The especially sinister side of trauma is that, even when the event has ended, it has only begun to shatter one’s key assumptions about one’s self and one’s relation to others in the world.”1 Indeed, after the trauma of domestic violence is long over, many victims experience intense emotional distress and frequent flashbacks of the abuse as they struggle emotionally and cognitively to adjust their sense of reality.
In addition to misplaced trauma in the brain, domestic abuse also triggers dramatic chemical changes in the brain. Studies show that living in a constant state of anxiety and anticipation of the next emergency can cause significant neurochemical and structural changes in the brain.2 These changes can result in impaired cognition, psychiatric disorders, neuronal cell death, and even reduction in the size of the brain structure.3, 4
Because domestic violence is traumatizing, women who have survived domestic violence are significantly more likely to develop mental disorders, dysfunction, and disability than non-abused women.5 These may include anxiety, depression, eating disorders, self-mutilation, substance abuse, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and suicide attempts.6 Sadly, research of women with a history of suicide attempts indicates that up to 50% of them have experienced intimate violence.7 Additionally, as many as 66% of female inpatients with mental illness have been abused.8 Overall, there is a pattern of social disadvantage, disability, and impaired quality of life among women who have experienced domestic violence.
All of this stands as another indicator that you—and your brain—have been designed for health and wholeness. You were made for more than this. Your brain, body, and soul were never intended to be subjected to such a traumatic toll.
While some victims eventually experience a gradual decrease in the intensity of emotions and memories surrounding the abuse, others re-experience the traumatic memories as though the original abuse were presently occurring. Subsequently, they develop a host of responses now identified as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms, which is usually associated with combat war veterans. Most victims of domestic violence experience some kind of post-traumatic distress.9 And in fact, victims of domestic violence are at least twice as likely to suffer from PTSD than non-abused women.
One of the most important things to know about the impact of abuse is that these mood swings and dysfunctions are a natural and normal way of dealing with trauma. Unfortunately, many people look at these symptoms and think that the problem lies with the victim, when in fact these responses to trauma are perfectly normal. If you are sensing these effects in your life, you are not “going mad.” You are not doing anything wrong. You are processing an extreme situation, in very normal and expected ways. And to friends and family of victims of abuse, we would encourage you to give her all the support and grace you can while she processes through this trauma and its effects.
THE EMOTIONAL EFFECTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Of course, neurological effects happen where we do not see or usually recognize them. But the emotional effects of domestic abuse are often intensely felt and painfully realized.
Ann Jones and Susan Schecter, who campaigned internationally against violence against women, identified five key feelings experienced by women across the map who were abused by their partners: “fear, shame, guilt, anger, and the nameless feeling of ‘going crazy.’” 10
Of course there are many more. Embarrassment, degradation, denial, a profound sense of emptiness, guilt, a sense of powerlessness, anger, a sense of helplessness, vulnerability, fear, depression, isolation, exhaustion, and/or anxiety. The emotional aftermath of abuse has a wide range, but all of these feelings are normal for someone going through domestic violence.11 And they are all common effects of having one’s desire—an intense desire, and rightfully so—for relief, protection, hope, justice, and vindication cut short.
Still, just because these emotions are typical does not make them less painful. Beyond the initial confusion, apathy, and despair felt by a victim of domestic violence, there is a continuing loss of confidence, energies, and initiative. These emotional wounds of the violent situation can be debilitating. They can be so paralyzing that sometimes she is unable to cope and make decisions that are sometimes necessary when leaving a violent situation.12 A woman suffering from such side effects may have the desire to escape the violence but may simply be unable on her own to make her desires a reality.
In addition to finding the energies to take necessary action to protect and preserve herself, the victim will also need to know where to find assistance. For a victim who has not even been allowed a say in the running of her own home, finding this help can be an overwhelming prospect. Unless a victim knows where to find help, she is unlikely to leave. If this sounds like your situation or the situation of someone you know, we have made some suggestions in appendix 2 for those who need guidance in getting started.
THE PHYSICAL EFFECTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Surgeon General C. Everett Koop reported that domestic violence is the greatest single cause of injury to American women.13 Domestic violence is the leading cause of injury to women between the ages of 15 and 44 in the United States, more than car accidents, muggings, and rapes combined.14 And yet less than one-fifth of victims reporting an injury from intimate partner violence sought medical treatment following the injury.15
Stalking and physical injury are also widely connected, and this is happening more than some might think. One in 12 women have been stalked in their lifetime,16 and two-thirds of those women were stalked by a current or former intimate partner.17 But it doesn’t usually end with just stalking. Over 81% of women stalked by a current or former intimate partner are also physically assaulted by that partner, and 31% are also sexually assaulted by that partner.18
And in the worst-case scenario, their stalkers seek murder. Women are killed by intimate partners—husbands, lovers, ex-husbands, or ex-lovers—more often than by any other category of killer.19 The U.S. Department of Justice and F.B.I. report that approximately one-third of murdered women are killed by an intimate partner.20 It is the leading cause of death for African-American women aged 15 to 45 and the seventh leading cause of premature death for U.S. women overall.21 Intimate partner homicides make up 40–50 percent of all murders of women in the United States.22 Nationwide, an average of three women are killed by a current or former intimate partner every day.23
In 70–80% of intimate partner homicides, no matter which partner was killed, the man physically abused the woman before the murder.24 One of the primary ways, then, to decrease intimate partner homicide is to identify and intervene promptly when it is discovered that a woman is being abused.
As one researcher states, “A woman is hit an average of 35 times before she calls the police, and she will leave her abuser five or six times before she leaves for good.”25 Additionally, sexual assault occurs in approximately 45% of abusive relationships.26 These are all serious offenses to be reported and signal a clear alarm that intervention is necessary to escape this cycle of abuse.
But even apart from these realities of stalking, injury, and death, domestic violence affects victims in other physical ways. Because our bodies are so intricately connected with our minds, the emotional toll of domestic violence often plays out in one’s physical health.
Women who have experienced violence by an intimate partner are more likely than women who have not to experience all of the following: asthma, diabetes, irritable bowel syndrome, gastrointestinal disorders, substance abuse, sexually transmitted diseases, gynecological or pregnancy complications, depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, suicide attempts, frequent headaches, chronic pain, difficulty with sleeping, activity limitations, poor physical health, and poor mental health. These consequences can lead to hospitalization, disability, and in some cases, death.27
The involuntary physical effects of domestic abuse fill a wide range, from headaches and muscle tension to choking sensations, vomiting, and panic attacks. Victims of domestic abuse also at times use coping mechanisms that are self-harming, such as developing cutting, substance abuse, eating disorders, or suicide.
THE SPIRITUAL EFFECTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
If such is the dramatic effects of abuse on a woman’s brain, body, and emotions, what is the impact on her spiritual journey? As many abused Christian women have stated, it is a profound one.
Not only have their bodies been harmed, but their emotions have been damaged, their relationships have been put in peril, and their spirits have been crushed.28 The abused woman is constantly faced with her abuser’s forced and false reality that she is worthless—though God has created her with unspeakable worth. Her abuser’s perception of her works at a complete crosscurrent with God’s perception of her, and as a result, she often cannot determine which is real.
Feminist writer Carol Adams explains and summarizes what domestic violence victims have lost:29
• Safety and normalcy and peace of mind that accompanies one’s sense of safety.
• The ability to set boundaries and have them and her privacy respected.
• Her sense of reality as it is duplicated by the abuser’s sense of reality, her sense of direction as the abuser’s control overwhelms it, her sense of decency and her belief in decency as it gives way to violation and being violable.
• Her self-esteem, ability to trust, confidence in herself, sense that the world is just and that God is just.
• The increasing sense of interpersonal resources.
• Feelings such as faith, hope, charity, worth, innocence, goodness, joy, love, connectedness, intimacy, and purity are all seriously undermined.
As any woman who has experienced domestic violence knows, abuse affects the whole person. However, so does grace. And grace is a powerful catalyst for healing.
We like to look at healing from abuse through the lens of grace because we’ve seen so many victims who identify with disgrace. But to move from one to the other, we need to take a closer look at the emotions behind this feeling of disgrace.
First of all, we need to determine what emotions are and what emotions are not.
Emotions are based on cognitive assessment and belief; they are not simply experienced. An emotion is not an impression—a feeling or a unique sort of internal experience that just happens to a person and then is named and described.30 Neither are emotions merely physiological impulses that can be simply ignored, trivialized, or controlled.31 No, emotions are a sort of barometer for how we view ourselves, our personal experiences, and our relationships with others. Human emotions are often cast as either “good” or “bad.” The reality is, they can be either. Our emotions can aid us in better understanding who we believe ourselves to be and who we believe God to be. As Dan Allender and Tremper Longman say in their book The Cry of the Soul, “every emotion, though horizontally provoked, nevertheless reflects something about the vertical dimension: our relationship with God.”32
Therefore, if we listen to them, we have much to learn.
What this means for victims of domestic violence is that your emotions are important and valid. They are not just chemicals in your brain and physiological responses to stimuli. Your emotions are to be taken seriously and listened to. They are powerful revealers of what you believe about God, yourself, your experience of abuse, others, and the world. And when you better understand these emotions, you are better able to take control of and shape them according to what is most beneficial for you. This emotional understanding can help you on the journey from disgrace to boundless grace.
NEW EMOTIONS
Emotion, as we’ve discussed, is linked to beliefs. Because abuse encourages you to adopt false beliefs—“I am worthless,” or “I’ve done something wrong and deserve to be punished”—you can also develop dysfunctional emotions such as shame and distress. The good news is that reorienting your beliefs can also gradually help your emotions return to normal. Our hope is that the grace of God—which declares you valuable, beautiful, and worthy of respect—would be key to dismantling the debilitating emotions caused by your abuse and nurturing new, positive emotions within you.
This is not an act of denial, in which you pretend to take on happy emotions but a deliberate exercise in personal transformation. The late Paul Holmer, a philosopher at Yale, explains: “Part of the whole sense-making that Christianity provides is a whole panoply of new emotion. Hope, fear of the Lord, contrition about oneself, love—these and more are not just variations of the familiar or permutations of something we already have, they are new affects, new forms of pathos.”33
And for such a transformation as this, we need a guide—which we find in the person of Jesus. We need to look to the gospel in order to investigate the new emotions that God offers to victims and how they relate to the current emotions that victims experience.
Too many people want to separate emotion from a theology of faith and suffering. Yet we believe the two must go together. Part of the reason we decided to write a book that combined emotion with theology is because we believe that Christianity has something powerful to offer to those who are in the midst of emotional turmoil. We wish to integrate suffering, faith, emotions, and theology. As theologian Don Saliers writes: “Whatever else it may include, the Christian faith is a pattern of deep emotions.”34
When those deep emotions are emotions of suffering, however, it can be difficult to see clearly. This is where grace offers an incredible gift—the gift of refuting faulty thinking and replacing it with God-given truth. What God’s grace can offer you is simply this: it will show you who you are, undistorted. And it will point you to the God who loves and comforts those in need.
This is an important point to highlight. We are all powerless to heal ourselves. We cannot simply “snap out of it.” We need an intervention. That intervention, we believe, is called grace.
What you need are not self-produced positive statements but God’s statements about His response to your pain. How can you be rid of these dysfunctional emotions and their effects? How can you be rid of your disgrace? We believe that God’s grace to you acts in two ways. First, by showing you who you are in relation to Him, He dismantles the beliefs that give power to disgrace. But more than that, grace re-creates what violence has destroyed.
To understand how this grace works on a practical level, consider this passage from Westminster Theological Seminary professor Carl Trueman, “Others might tell me that I am a failure, an idiot, a clown, evil, incompetent, vicious, dangerous, pathetic, etc., and these words are not just descriptive: they have a certain power to make me these things, in the eyes of others and even in my own eyes.” In the case of domestic abuse, maybe the problem is also actions. You have had things done to you that have left their mark. You can’t get away from the memory of those things; you feel, deep inside, as though what the abuser has said to you or done to you show you to be bad or worthless, and you can’t break that image.
However, God has the last word—and His word is the one that counts. Martin Luther wrote that salvation in the Christian sense means that God makes an entirely new creature out of the messy raw material that He begins with. He does this in the same way He created the heavens and the earth—by saying so: “God calls into existence things which do not exist. He does not speak grammatical words; He speaks true and existent realities … when He says: ‘Sun, shine,’ the sun is there at once and shines.”
On this, Trueman notes: “But … God speaks louder, and his Word is more powerful. You may call me a liar, and you speak truth, for I have lied; but if God declares me righteous, then my lies and your insult are not the final word, nor the most powerful word. Only as God speaks his Word to me, and as I hear that Word in faith, is my reality transformed, and … the insults of others, of my own sinful nature, and of the evil one himself cease to constitute my reality.”35
This means that when Christians talk about God declaring us “righteous,” or “good,” because of Christ, that new identity is the one that takes hold in our lives—even if we don’t feel good or righteous. When we turn to God, the new identity begins to take deeper and deeper hold. Old habits and beliefs about ourselves begin to fall away—and with them, the torn-up, dysfunctional emotions that accompany abuse likewise fall behind.
WOMEN, DOMESTIC VIOLENCE, AND THE BIBLE
Does the Grace of God Apply to Me?1
There is an epidemic of abuse, and victims need the kind of hope and help that only the gospel of Jesus Christ can provide.
Many victims feel that God is punishing them, and they look for causes in themselves. They may think, “I haven’t been a good wife or mother, so God is punishing me,” or “I did something wrong when I was a teenager, so God is punishing me,” or “I haven’t been a good enough Christian, so God is punishing me.”
None of these are true. For God is a God of grace, not of karma. Karma says you get what you deserve. Grace says the opposite. Grace is getting what you don’t deserve and not getting what you do deserve. It’s the most important concept in the Bible, in Christianity, and—we believe—in the world. A shorthand way of thinking about grace is “mercy, not merit.” God is not interested in punishing you or making you pay. He’s interested in lavishing you with His grace.
This kind of unconditional love is a difficult concept to wrap your mind around. Many of us think—whether we admit it or not—there must be some breaking point where God gives up on us. This is so common for all of us, and particularly for victims. After all, if your partner has made a habit of reaching his limit of love for you, this shapes your understanding of relationships. In this chapter we want to connect the dots between the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus2 and the disgrace of domestic violence. The deepest message of the ministry of Jesus and of the entire Bible is the grace of God to sinners and sufferers. Grace is the love of God shown to the unlovely; the peace of God given to the restless; the unmerited favor of God. Grace is love that cares and stoops and rescues.3 Grace is unconditional love toward a person who does not deserve it.4
Grace is “one-way love,” and it is directed at you.5 This is the opposite of your experience, which is one-way violence. It seeks you out even if you do not deal out any violence in return.
Grace, on the other hand, is being loved when you are or feel unlovable. Grace has the power to turn despair into hope. Grace listens, lifts up, cures, transforms, and heals. To the experience of one-way violence, God brings one-way love.
One-way love does not avoid you but comes near, not because of personal merit but because of your need. It is the lasting transformation that takes place in human experience, able to change your experience with pain, suffering, and brokenness.
Disgrace is the opposite of grace and is experienced by the numerous victims of domestic violence. This experience of feeling disgrace has nothing to do with what you have done but because something disgraceful was done to you. You didn’t cause yourself disgrace—someone else did, and it was wrong. The disgrace that results from domestic violence has a way of grinding victims down and heaping huge burdens on them. But God uses the gospel of grace to eliminate that disgrace and heal its effects.
Hurting people need something from the outside to stop the downward spiral. Fortunately, grace floods in from the outside at the point when hope to change oneself is lost.
God, in His grace, declares that you will be healed of your disgrace. Contrary to the proponents of the healing benefits of self-esteem for victims, this promise does not come from within you but from outside of you. One-way love does not command, “Heal thyself!” but declares “You will be healed!” Take a look at this promise in Jeremiah 17:14, “Heal me, Lord, and I will be healed; save me and I will be saved, for you are the one I praise.”
God’s one-way love replaces your need to save yourself and is the true path to healing. In His eyes, you are already worthwhile. This is astonishingly good news, and it highlights the contrast between disgrace and grace or one-way violence and one-way love.
You don’t need to heal your own wounds—God will do that. But what you can do is cling to the promise that God is strong when you are weak, and that He is close to the brokenhearted. Allow God to fulfill His promises to you, after so many promises have been broken.
Even if you have been wounded by one-way violence, please know this: your story does not end with abuse. Your life was intended for more than denial, identity crisis, shame, anger, and despair. The abuse does not define you or have the last word on your identity. Yes, it is part of the story, but it is not the end of the story. Let’s take a look at how this one-way grace transforms even our darkest disgrace.
Some of the most prevalent responses to domestic violence include denial, distorted self-image, shame, guilt, anger, and despair. Let’s look at each one and see how God applies grace to disgrace through the gospel of Jesus.
DENIAL
Denial and minimization are key methods victims use, as a means of lessening or coping with the trauma from domestic violence.
Initially, denial can slow the process down to create a buffer or safety zone so survivors can ease into coping with difficult emotions. Prolonged denial, however, may backfire by increasing the pain in the long run. For if a victim cannot come to terms with the severe mental and emotional tolls she has sustained, she cannot truly heal from it.
What’s more, God never minimizes the pain you have suffered. Instead of denying what has happened to you, He mourns over it. He identifies with you through Jesus’ pain on the cross, and He has compassion. Jesus, too, “was despised and rejected by mankind, a man of suffering, and familiar with pain” (Isa. 53:3). Another version says He was “acquainted with grief.” This is a God who not only suffered for His people but also suffers with them. Jesus knows what it means to be alone, naked, bleeding, and crying out to God. He shared in absolute abandonment and the pain of sufferers, and was a victim of violence and suffered injustice. While the cross shows us that God understands pain and does not judge you for your feelings of grief, the resurrection shows you that God is active in restoring peace—that He conquered sin and is reversing its effects.
God knows your suffering. Rather than denying it, He grieves with you. You are not encouraged to be silent or deny but to feel and express your emotions, to cry or weep, to grieve the destruction you experienced. Because of Jesus, you have the privilege to confidently go to God and receive grace and mercy.
IDENTITY
Domestic violence victims fight the constant struggle to maintain their identity when the abuser is distorting it. This kind of disgrace slowly erodes a victim’s self-image. A negative self-image, provoked by an abuser, fuels an identity founded on self-condemnation.
Domestic violence maligns a victim’s sense of self and communicates that they are stupid, filthy, foolish, worthless, defiled, impure, damaged, gross, screwed-up, unwanted, or dirty.
But God never calls you any of these things. And this is not the identity He has given you.
Making the transition from a victim identity to an identity in Christ is offered in God’s redemptive work through Jesus. Of course, if you are a victim of domestic violence, then that is a part of your story that you should not deny or minimize. But if you let it become the reigning story about you, then your identity will be founded on disgrace. God offers the redemptive story told in Scripture to you, and you may claim it as your story at any time. The identity from that story is founded on grace in at least two specific ways.
Firstly, if you have faith in Christ, God calls you certain things that convey value. The “people of God” is one of the most significant. This intimacy of God’s concern for His people is seen clearly in the declaration that you are a child of God if you trust in Christ (1 John 3:1–2). This is, perhaps, the most remarkable thing you can be called. This new identity is rooted in being adopted into God’s family. God adopted you and accepted you because He loves you. You didn’t do anything to deserve His love, and yet He loves you unconditionally.
Secondly, because of faith in Christ, you receive the righteousness or the goodness of God. The strength, wisdom, humility, courage, and generous love that define God slowly begin to define who you are instead of your past.
We find in 2 Corinthians 5:21 an identity-altering statement: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” This passage tells us that God isn’t saving good people but damaged people. And we are all damaged because we all live in a fallen, broken world. He takes that damage on Himself, and in an incredible exchange, He looks at us and sees only His own righteousness. He tells us that this is our identity even when it doesn’t feel as though it is—even when we seem stuck in the things we’ve done and had done to us—and helps us grow into it. Theologians call this imputation, which is ascribing characteristics to someone that they do not have by nature. Imputation is the crediting in our favor, from the standpoint of God, who is the source of all judgment, the perfect moral worth of Jesus. It also implies the humility of Jesus, who took on our full burden of disgraces so that He could make this astounding transfer.
By faith, we are in Christ and as such we are seen as He is. His righteousness, holiness, and blamelessness are imputed to us. This dramatically transforms our identity.
Instead of damaged, broken, filthy, useless, failure, or sinful, God uses new words to lavishly redefine those who are His: redeemed and forgiven (Eph. 1:6–8), made righteous (Rom. 5:1), new creation (2 Cor. 5:17), God’s workmanship (Eph. 2:10), reconciled to God (2 Cor. 5:18), saint (1 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 1:1; Phil. 1:1), chosen, holy, and beloved (Col. 3:12), child of light, not darkness (1 Thess. 5:5), pure, blameless, glory of God (Phil. 1:10–11), holy, blameless, and above reproach (Col. 1:21–22), and the righteousness of God (2 Cor. 5:21). “I will call them ‘my people’ who are not my people,” God tell us, “and I will call her ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one” (Rom. 9:25).
If you believe in Christ, your identity is deeper than any of your wounds. Your new identity is more secure and stable than any other identity that has been attributed to you. That means you are not doomed to live as a victim. It doesn’t eliminate your wounds nor silence your cry for deliverance or healing. But it does mean those wounds are not the final word on who you are. They don’t enslave you and determine your life.
As we will see in Part 3 of this book as we venture into the Psalms, it’s perfectly natural to ask, “If I belong to God, why am I suffering like this?” These questions are more than okay. In order to have the cycle of disgrace broken, we need a God before whom we can put aside the disguises. What we’re saying for right now is to trust that God hears you and won’t reject you, and that when He looks at you, He doesn’t see a “failure” or “damaged goods.”
SHAME
Even if abuse is not your fault—and it is never your fault—shame can be a difficult emotion to fight. Jean-Paul Sartre, the French existentialist writer, accurately describes shame as “a hemorrhage of the soul”: that is, a painful, unexpected, and disorienting experience. Shame has the power to take our breath away and smother us with condemnation, rejection, and disgust. To be shamed is to be abased and dishonored, to be rejected from the community—especially when a victim is not believed or supported, told to be silent, or blamed.
Shame is a painfully confusing experience—a sort of mental and emotional disintegration that makes us acutely aware of our inadequacies, shortcomings, and is often associated with a shrinking feeling of failure. It can be particularly destructive if a victim feels stigmatized by withering, energy-draining feelings of worthlessness. Often victims will attempt to numb this pain through drugs, alcohol, sex, power, success, or whatever else enables them to stop feeling.
We should be clear that we’re not suggesting that you deal with shame by becoming “more religious.” Whatever your current faith involvement is, trying to make up for shame with more religious activities will only short-circuit your healing process and make you feel worse. But we do believe in a God who deliberately became acquainted with shame, and because of this, He is well placed to deal with us in our own shame.
Jesus was well acquainted with this emotion. Throughout His adult life, He actively pursued the company of outcasts who were considered damaged and unfit for normal society. They were considered “unclean”—morally, socially, or religiously. His solidarity with the shamed and excluded of His day led to being shamed Himself. The Romans used crosses to humiliate the criminals they considered especially despicable.
So whatever shame you are experiencing in your life right now, please know that Jesus is no stranger to this ugly emotion. He’s not at all put off by whatever deep, dark secret that is causing us to feel crushed; in fact, He is interested in reaching right into the middle of it and changing it. What’s more, the domestic violence you experienced was not your fault—not at all. This realization all by itself can bring great freedom and relief from shame.
ANGER
Domestic violence is unquestionably an evil, sinful act that understandably elicits anger. The Bible condemns domestic violence and God hates it (more on this in chapter 8). Deep in the hearts of victims, anger swells up against the perpetrator, their rage inflamed by suffering. Anger is a natural and even healthy response to domestic violence. While nearly all victims appropriately experience anger, most express it poorly or not at all.
It is likely that you have been discouraged from expressing your anger. Most victims feel pressure from their families, society, or religion to ignore or suppress it. But suppression does not help anger to dissipate over time. Instead, it will turn into bitterness, hatred, and revengeful obsessions. In fact, unresolved or denied anger can become a destructive force in your life. Anger holds you hostage and leaves you vindictive, addicted, embittered, immoral, and unbelieving.
It is important to note that Scripture does not always describe anger as sin. God is angry over the sin committed against you even more than you are. He is angry because what happened to you was evil and it harmed you. Certainly Scripture is clear that anger is a dangerous emotion, though it can be righteous (directed at sin) or it can be sinful (delighting in vindication). God is the only one who can remain perfect in His anger and never sin in His anger. But we can exhibit godly anger by participating in God’s anger against injustice and sin. In this sense, you are not only invited to be angry at evil, you are expected to be angry. You are invited by God to cry out for Him to do what He has promised to do: destroy evil and remove everything that harms others and defames God’s name.
Because vengeance is God’s, you are free from the exhausting hamster wheel of vindictive behavior. Victims can trust God to make all wrongs right so they can get on with their lives and not fixate on bitterness and hatred. God’s wrath is a source of positive hope for the victim. You know that God loves you and will destroy the evil that has harmed you. Because vengeance is God’s, you don’t have to be vengeful; you can love and forgive your enemy.
Receiving forgiveness and love from God through Christ is essential to understanding forgiveness. Because God forgave you for your sins, you are now free to forgive others. Jesus received God’s anger and punishment so those guilty of cosmic treason would be forgiven. As sinners who have received mercy instead of wrath, we have the otherwise inexplicable capability simultaneously to hate wrong and to give love to those who do wrong. What God did for us becomes the power to change. God’s one-way love toward us amid our sin undermines our bitterness and can prompt forgiveness of those who sin against us.
It is important to be clear on this topic because abusers may cite Scripture to insist that their victims forgive them. A victim may then feel guilty if she cannot do so. Forgiveness, however, does not mean forgetting the abuse or pretending that it did not happen. Neither is possible, because sin has consequences and forgiveness does not remove those consequences. Forgiveness is not permission to repeat the abuse. Nor does it require restoring the relationship. As a matter of fact, it may be dangerous and life-threatening to restore the relationship. Rather, forgiveness means that the victim decides to let go of the experience in order for God to deal justly with her abuser. It is the decision to move on and refuse to tolerate abuse of any kind again.
DESPAIR
If left unaddressed, identity issues, shame, and anger may all compound in feelings of despair—a commonly reported symptom of domestic violence. Feeling that you lost something—whether it’s your innocence, youth, health, trust, confidence, or sense of safety—can lead to despair. For those who have experienced the evil of domestic violence, it’s likely that you’ve had an encounter with despair and depression.
Depression adds seemingly inescapable weight to the existential experience of despair. For some victims, feelings of hopelessness and helplessness come and go, while for others these feelings seem inescapable every day. When the feelings of powerlessness are internalized, self-hatred and self-pity intensify to the point of despair. Despair deadens our hearts to the hope that we will be rescued, redeemed, and relieved of suffering.
But there is hope. Rather than being simply a desire for a particular outcome that is uncertain, hope is characterized by certainty in the Bible. Hope is sure because God is behind the promise, and the hope you need right now borrows from God’s faithfulness in the past and anticipation of His faithfulness in the future. The basis you have for hope is the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.
Of course, looking to Jesus’ resurrection is a spiritual truth that is powerful to lift you out of your despair. But sometimes you will need practical help as well. In addition to this great spiritual hope, we also are blessed to live in a time when we can seek medical and psychiatric help. All of us need the eternal hope of the gospel, but for some of us, we may need to consider the efficacy of prescription medication, or meeting with a psychiatric professional as well.
If you need medical treatment or professional help for your depression, it is our hope that you will seek it. But either way, the truth of Jesus’ resurrection stands true for you as well.
Because Jesus conquered death through the resurrection, death and evil done to you are not the end of your story. Because of Jesus’ resurrection, you also can have hope. In being united to Christ, you too will conquer as you look through the eyes of faith to the one who has accomplished everything on your behalf through His death and resurrection.
The resurrection of Jesus has also launched the new creation and the coming of a new heavens and new earth where disgrace will be replaced by grace, anxiety will give way to peace, and despair will be banished. In the new creation God will be with us; He will bring peace and we will be perfected. Jesus is the first of that new creation. He has already given you new birth into that new creation and promises to complete it in you, making you gloriously, perfectly like Him. What about now? God has not only given us a sure hope but sent the person of His Holy Spirit to comfort us in the despair and isolation we face in the present.
Godly despair is the groan of the Holy Spirit, and while you may see no explanation for your pain, He knows there is an answer and lovingly communicates your pain to a sovereign God who listens. Your God is strong and He—not the evil done to you—will have the final say about you. That hope animates groans within ourselves (Rom. 8:23) that everything will someday be renewed. We will be delivered from all sin and misery. Every tear will be wiped away when evil is no more.
So we groan in pain because the pain is still painful. But we also groan in hope because we know what is to come. Hope is a positive expectation for something in the future as opposed to despair that sees only pain and hardship. Biblically, hope has the power to encourage in the present because it is based on sure future expectations. As French philosopher Gabriel Marcel wrote, “Hope is a memory of the future.” This side of glory, we will not be fully redeemed and satisfied. But sorrow opens the heart to the desire for the hope of redemption to be fully realized.
WHAT GRACE HAS TO SAY TO YOU
Domestic violence is uniquely devastating precisely because it distorts the foundational realities of what it means to be human—the realities of our relationships. As we look to Scripture, we find domestic violence perverts relationships to a place where they are so far removed from the true way God intended relationships to be—filled with peace, love, and mutual serving. Yet domestic violence creates in the victim’s mind a tragic and perverse linkage between love, intimacy, sex, and shame that was never meant to be.
This is where grace has something to say. Trusting Jesus isn’t a faint hope in generic spiritual sentiments but is banking our hope and future on the real historical Jesus who lived, died, and rose from the dead. Grace is available because Jesus went through the valley of the shadow of death and rose from death. Jesus responds to victims’ pain and past. The gospel engages our life with all its pain, shame, rejection, lostness or bewilderment, sin, and death.
So now, to your pain, the gospel says, “You will be healed.” To your shame, the gospel says, “You can now come to God in confidence.” To your rejection, the gospel says, “You are accepted!” To your lostness, the gospel says, “You are found and I won’t ever let you go.” To your sin, the gospel says, “You are forgiven and God declares you pure and righteous.” To your death, the gospel says, “You were dead, but now you are alive.” The message of the gospel redeems what has been destroyed and applies grace to disgrace.
What Does the Bible Say about Women?
Most incidents of domestic abuse can be traced back to a single, toxic assumption: that women are inherently inferior to men.
Yet this is an idea the Bible soundly refutes. From the beginning in Genesis, Scripture teaches that women and men are equal and created in God’s image. This is repeated and expanded on through the entire Old Testament. Additionally, Jesus Himself always respected and promoted the human dignity of women, which sets the tone for how the New Testament writers and early church viewed women.
However, we recognize that some may believe that the biblical view of women can be controversial due to its apparent patriarchal social norms. Some abusers—as well as victims—may believe that the Bible views and instructs treatment of women as marginalized, second-class citizens. Further, some claim the Bible upholds a masculine religion rooted in a male God. Still others claim the New Testament—or our human misinterpretation of it—denigrates women and curtails their active involvement in the church by keeping them subservient to men.
These are all serious accusations. And in this chapter, we’ll consider each of them more closely. Contrary to what some may believe, however, the Scriptures actually paint a very favorable picture of women, where women are equally created in the image of God and highly valued by Him. The first word on women in the Bible serves functionally as the last word on the subject: women are created in the image of God and are highly valued by Him.
Let’s take a look at what the Bible has to say about women in the Old Testament, the New Testament, how Jesus views women, and women in the church.
MADE IN GOD’S IMAGE
Both men and woman are created in God’s image, and as a result, they are both of inherent value. Genesis 1:26–27 reads, “Let us make man in our image. So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them” (ESV).
The creation account emphasizes that men and women are made in God’s image and begins with this description rather than focusing on their sex. As one scholar remarks, “It is significant that the man and woman are not first defined by their sexuality or gender; they are first defined by the fact that together they are created in the image of God.”1
Being made in God’s image, you are not a second-class citizen. Furthermore, as theologian Wayne Grudem notes, this first male-female relationship was created to reflect the unconditional, mutual love within the Trinity. He explains, “Just as there was fellowship and communication and sharing of glory among the members of the Trinity before the world was made … so God made Adam and Eve in such a way that they would share love and communication and mutual giving of honor to one another in their interpersonal relationship.”2
As early as Genesis, we see God’s design for human relationships: they are intended for mutual love, not coercion or control over the other.
Additionally, God shows no preference in who He gives His likeness to reflect. As Grudem notes, both men and women are given the moral, spiritual, mental, relational, and physical qualities that reflect God. All of these apply equally to male and female.
This is repeated in Genesis 2:18: “The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.’” To help does not mean to serve, implying that God created women to serve men and suggesting they are inferior to them. Rather, the word “helper” (ezer in Hebrew) most often refers to God in the Old Testament usage (1 Sam. 7:12; Ps. 121:1–2). Therefore, there is no suggestion at all of female inferiority.
The creation story sets the tone for men and women to be seen as equals. Our Lord doesn’t want you to be abused for any reason, but least of all because of who you are.
WOMEN AND THE OLD TESTAMENT
An in-depth study of women in the Old Testament is beyond our scope, so this section will instead provide a sweeping overview, highlighting particularly important points. We’ll begin by looking at the culture of the ancient Near East in comparison with Old Testament Judaism.
To understand women in the Old Testament, it’s important to understand the historical and cultural context of the time period. In the ancient Near East the nuclear family was “closely tied in with other family units to form a clan or tribe,” and the “senior male of the clan functioned in many cases as head of the whole and could be called upon to render judgment in cases involving even distant relations.”3 In these societies, the “husband’s authority over his wife and family was a matter of civil law.”4 In ancient Assyrian culture (a little bit north of Israel), “laws continue the leadership of the family by the patriarch and reveal the role of women as property.”5
As we have seen, the ancient Near East was overwhelmingly patriarchal. However, the God of the Bible often works within human contexts and cultures, rather than completely transforming them in one fell swoop. Consequently, while God did not change everything about ancient Near East culture that we moderns would like to see changed, His hand of mercy is still apparent within it.
With regard to specific biblical laws, scholar William Webb writes, “As one compares the biblical texts about women to their surrounding foreign context … a certain impression emerges. On the whole, the biblical material is headed toward an elevation of women in status and rights.”6
One example, which may be helpful for this book, has to do with cases of rape—one of the most prominent acts of violence and abuse against women. In Old Testament law, “forcible rape is punishable by death and is explicitly linked to murder, a realization that rape is a crime of aggression and violence rather than sex, and that the girl is a victim (Deut. 22:25–27).”7 Compare this to other neighboring cultures of the day, in which it was the woman who was punished.
Beyond elevated views of women in comparison to other cultural practices of the day, the Old Testament also offers many examples of the value of women. While women’s roles did generally reflect the culture of their time, there are also striking examples of women who excelled in traditionally male roles. Consider the following examples:
• Deborah, who served as a judge—a leader of Israel (Judg. 4)
• Jael (Judg. 4)
• Miriam (Ex. 15:20–21)
• Huldah the prophetess (2 Kings 22:11–20)
• Woman of Tekoa (2 Sam. 14)
• Woman of Abel Beth Maacah (2 Sam. 20:14–22)
• Abigail, wife of wicked Nabal, who then married King David (1 Sam. 25)
• Queen Esther
• The woman of Proverbs 31, who performs duties beyond those of wife and mother
In addition to women leaders, we see God’s special concern for women who may be socially disadvantaged. He institutes special care laws for widows (Deut. 10:18; Zech. 7:10), for example. He shows mercy to barren women for whom He provided children, such as Sarah and Rachel. And He demonstrates tenderness toward hurting women, such as Hannah in 1 Samuel 1; Hagar in Genesis 21:14–21; and Ruth and Naomi in the book of Ruth. Even within a male-dominated culture, we see the original intention of female dignity and worth shine through the stories and texts of the Old Testament.
Although critics point out that male-dominated imagery is found throughout the Old Testament in reference to God (“father,” “warrior,” or “jealous husband,” for example), we also find feminine language and images applied to God. Some examples include the following:
• Seamstress (Gen. 3:21)
• Mother and nurse (Num. 11:12)
• Loving mother (Hos. 11:1, 3–4; Ps. 131:2)
• Motherly compassion (Jer. 31:20)
• God in birth pangs (Isa. 42:13–14)
• Israel in the womb of God the mother (Isa. 46:3–4)
• Nursing mother (Isa. 49:14–15)
• Comforting mother (Isa. 66:12–13)
• Midwife (Ps. 22:9)
• Wisdom personified as a woman (Prov.; Job 28)—in fact, many of the descriptions applied to Wisdom are also applied to Christ.
Of course, God being spirit is neither, strictly speaking, male or female in the embodied human sense. This sort of language is used in the Bible in order to better communicate to us in terms we can relate to. Nevertheless, it’s important to point out that Old Testament descriptions of God encompass both the masculine and feminine.
JESUS AND WOMEN
Theologians have long said that to really know what God is like you should look to Jesus. Even Jesus claims that the way to know God is through Himself (John 14:6, 9). Employing that principle, we will next explore what God thinks about women by looking at how Jesus related to women.
Continuing the theme of the Old Testament, Jesus upheld the rights of women against accepted cultural conventions where they were often considered inferior to men. Jesus spoke with women (John 4), taught women (Luke 10:38–42), and included women as followers (Luke 8:2–3), even though this was socially objectionable.
Jesus featured women as characters in His parables, such as in the parable of the yeast (Matt. 13:33), the persistent widow (Luke 18:1–5), the 10 bridesmaids (Matt. 25:1–13), the poor widow’s offering (Luke 21:1–4), and in His teachings on the end times (Matt. 24:19, 41). Women are also found throughout Jesus’ ministry of miracles, healing, and forgiveness, including the account of the crippled woman (Luke 13:10–17), the woman who touched Jesus’ garment (Matt. 9:20–22), the Gentile mother (Matt. 15:21–28), the daughter of Jairus (Matt. 9:18–26), women present at two resurrection accounts (Luke 7:11–17 and John 11), and in the compassion Jesus demonstrated toward shunned women (Luke 7:36–60; John 4; John 8:1–11). Underscoring the importance of women in the ministry of Jesus, they are the first to discover Jesus missing from His tomb. And after His resurrection, He appears first to women rather than to His male apostles (Matt. 28; Mark 16; Luke 24; John 20).
It is also telling that many of Jesus’ followers were women, with several mentioned by name, including Mary, Martha, Joanna, Mary Magdalene, Susanna, Salome, and more. As New Testament scholar Dr. Craig Blomberg notes: “An unspecified number [of women] forms part of the larger company of disciples that regularly follows him [Jesus] on the road and forms His ‘support team’ (Luke 8:1–3; cf. Acts 1:14–15).”8 Thus, as Blomberg’s fellow New Testament scholar Ben Witherington comments, “Not only Jesus’ teaching and actions, but also the relationships He was involved in and the events surrounding His death and burial, led to the acceptance of women as valid witnesses and genuine disciples of Jesus.”9
Jesus also took scandalous stances on issues related to women. Witherington comments: “Jesus’ rejection of divorce outright would have offended practically everyone of His day. [We should add here that we believe separation or divorce to be an option in abusive relationships.] Further, Jesus’ view that the single state was a legitimate and not abnormal calling for those to whom it was given, went against prevailing views … It was this teaching which made it possible for women also to assume roles other than those of wife and mother in Jesus’ community.” Witherington adds, “That Jesus did not endorse various ways of making women ‘scapegoats,’ especially in sexual matters, placed Him at odds with other rabbis, though doubtless even many Gentiles would have thought that Jesus’ rejection of the ‘double standard’ was taking equality too far. Further, we do not find negative remarks about the nature, abilities and religious potential of women in comparison to men on the lips of Jesus …”10
Jesus also preserves and intensifies the “strong Old Testament emphasis on sexual propriety (Matt. 5:27–30; 19:1–12), but for the first time makes clear that women and men will be judged by identical standards (Matt. 5:32; Mark 10:11–12). Luke frequently pairs episodes in which men and women function in identical ways. Both Elizabeth and Zechariah praise under the Spirit’s inspiration (Luke 1:41–45, 67–79). Both Simeon and Anna prophesy that in Christ they have seen Israel’s salvation (2:25–38). Male and female cripples receive identical healings (13:10–17; 14:1–6) … Clearly Luke wants to highlight God’s care for both genders and Jesus’ concern to relate to both. The story of Jesus meeting the Samaritan woman perhaps epitomizes his commitment to revolutionizing the lot of the disenfranchised of his day. Despite strong cultural taboos against any social exchange between a Jewish holy man and a sexually promiscuous Samaritan woman, Jesus speaks to this woman in private, affirms her personhood and leads her to faith in himself and to service as an evangelist (John 4:1–42).”11
Jesus also would have offended contemporary Jewish listeners when in Matthew 5:27–28 He said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (ESV). New Testament professor Grant Osborne says of the passage, “Jesus’ teaching on lust in the antithesis of [Matthew] 5:27–28 also exhibits two significant differences from normal Jewish thought. First, Jesus places the blame squarely upon the man, whose own lustful look is the sin. Many rabbis blamed the woman, who according to them enticed the man. Second, this obviously was not intended by Jesus to obviate contact with women. As already noted, Jesus often initiated such contacts and considered many women his friends. The problem of lust called for spiritual control on the man’s part rather than the seclusion of women.”12
But if Jesus was so affirming of women, why weren’t any of His twelve apostles women? While all of the official twelve apostles were men, it’s “not clear if this reflects any timeless principle besides a commitment to present the gospel to a given culture in ways which will most likely speed its acceptance.”13 As Roger Nicole writes, it does not “necessarily represent a discrimination, since the ministry of the apostles needed to be readily received and for that purpose the attitude of some of those to whom it would be addressed needed to be considered. Jesus used extensively the ‘Father language’ in his teaching, but once again this does not imply any contempt for motherhood. In its totality the attitude of our Lord was revolutionary even though the primary point of his ministry does not appear to have been to precipitate a revolution in this area. Women who aspire to a greater fulfillment of their own humanity and those who sympathize with them in this yearning can hardly look for a better ally than Jesus.”14
WOMEN IN THE CHURCH
It’s clear that Jesus had a high view of women, both in His own right and when compared to His contemporaries. Still, critics claim the church denigrates women, welcoming them as fellow believers but giving them a second-class status. In reality Jesus’ high view of women also influenced the early church. As with Jesus, when we look at women in the church, the first significant and remarkable fact is that they are present. One scholar remarks, “Women are highly visible and active in the life of the church.”15 In other words, women were not just present in the church but were active participants in it. A sampling of the involvement of women in the life of the church as documented in Acts is found in Acts 16:13–15 (Philippi), 17:4 (Thessalonica), 17:12 (Berea), 17:34 (Athens), and 18:2 (Corinth).16
Women are also featured in several other portions of the New Testament beyond the four Gospels, including the following instances:
• Mary the mother of Jesus and other women are among the disciples in the upper room (Acts 1:14).
• Women are baptized along with men (Acts 8:12; 16:15).
• Women prophesy (Acts 2:18; 21:9; 1 Cor. 11:5).
• Paul preaches to a group of God-fearing women without other men present (Acts 16:11–15).
• In Romans 16 Paul commends several Christians in a list that is approximately one-third women.
• Widows have a special role (1 Tim. 5:2–16).
• Some of the significant women mentioned in the New Testament are Priscilla (Acts 18:18–19), Chloe (1 Cor. 1:11), Nympha (Col. 4:15), Phoebe (Rom. 16:1), Lydia (Acts 16:14), Tabitha raised from the dead (Acts 9:36–42), and Euodia and Syntyche who are called “fellow workers” (Phil. 4:2–3).
Based on the biblical evidence, it’s clear that “apostolic churches followed the pattern established by their Lord by including women as integral members. Women attended worship, participated vocally, were taught, learned of the faith and shared it with others. They also played an active part in the daily life of the community, teaching one another and caring for the poor.”17 Furthermore, Paul’s words that “as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:2–28 ESV) point to the fact that there is something beyond gender distinctions and roles that binds us all in Christ. Consequently, to treat a woman as inferior is to deny the One who has made and redeemed her.
There are other indicators of the role women had in the early church, such as their involvement in the development and disbursement of Christianity. In fact, the earliest, undisputed reference to Christianity from a non-Christian mentions that Christian women can be deaconesses.18 As Witherington notes:
The community of Jesus, both before and after Easter, granted women together with men (not segregated from men as in some pagan cults) an equal right to participate fully in the family of faith. That was a right that women did not have in contemporary Judaism or in many pagan cults. Jesus’ teachings … effectively paved the way for women to play a vital part in His community. Anyone could have faith in and follow Jesus—He did not insist on any other requirements for entrance into His family of faith.19
Paul, however, is often singled out as having a low view of women, restricting their ability to participate in church and effectively relegating women to second-class status as Christians. While the writings of Paul have without doubt generated much debate about the role of women in the early church in particular and Christianity in general, the passages in which Paul looks positively upon women are often neglected. Phoebe, for example, is commended in Romans 16:1–2. Paul’s greeting in Romans also shows that he went out of his way to include women (16:3–16). Paul also makes mention of women who helped in Philippi (Phil. 4:2–3) and women as prophetesses (1 Cor. 11:5). Moreover, agreeing with Jesus, Paul’s stance on singleness was incredibly countercultural (1 Cor. 7), as well as encompassing of both men and women rather than being directed solely toward men. Paul also agrees with Jesus regarding matters of divorce (see, for example, Mark 10:11–12 and 1 Cor. 7:10–11).
In light of these facts, it’s clear that Paul takes a positive view of women. Setting aside the difficult passages concerning the role of women in ministry—which are laden with many contextual and cultural issues specific to the original audiences—and instead placing Paul’s interaction with women against the common view of the day, Paul, like Jesus, can be said to be incredibly pro-women. At the same time, though, it would be wrong to overstate the case by making Paul an early women’s rights advocate.
At any rate, given the overall evidence of the New Testament, Christianity elevated and integrated women in the life of the church, especially when compared to common practices in Greek and Roman religions, as well as first-century Judaism.
HOW JESUS SEES CHILDREN
While the chapter is focused on what the Bible says about women, this is a good place to discuss what God says about children. As we have seen in part 1, children are frequently victims of abuse by the perpetrators who abuse women.
In His ministry, Jesus showed striking interest in and love for children, often including them in His teaching, to the surprise of His disciples: “Then children were brought to him that he might lay His hands on them and pray. The disciples rebuked the people, but Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven’” (Matt. 19:13–14). When the disciples came to Jesus asking Him which one of them was going to be the greatest in Christ’s kingdom, Jesus called a child to Himself (Matt. 18:2) and said, “whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:4). Jesus went on, telling His followers that part of their duty is to receive little children: “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me” (Matt. 18:5).
Jesus wants His followers to honor, protect, and care for those among them who are small and vulnerable, especially children. Part of Jesus’ ministry on earth involved healing children. In Mark 5:39, Jesus came into the house of a ruler of the synagogue, whose daughter had just died. Jesus said that she was not dead but only sleeping. After those gathered laughed at Him, Jesus said to the child, “Little girl, I say to you, arise” (Mark 5:41; cf. Luke 8:54). Mark recounts what happened next: “And immediately the girl got up and began walking (for she was 12 years of age), and they were immediately overcome with amazement” (Mark 5:42). Similarly, in Mark 9, Jesus heals a young boy who had been having demonic attacks. Jesus, who calls Himself “the resurrection and the life” (John 11:25), brings life and healing to children.
The tenderness and care Jesus showed for children is an expression of God’s heart toward the small, the weak, and the vulnerable, as seen throughout the Old Testament.
Part of God’s law, given at Mt. Sinai, was that no one should “take advantage of the widow or the fatherless” (Ex. 22:22). Indeed, God is one who “defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow” (Deut. 10:18) and curses anyone who perverts the justice due to orphans (Deut. 27:19). The Lord says that no one should do wrong or be violent toward innocent children and orphans (Jer. 22:3). Not only does God want His people to love and care for children, but they are called to do everything in their power to stop those who try to hurt, abuse, or oppress them: “Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow” (Isa. 1:17). Children are a gift from God (Ps. 127:3) and a blessing, and are to be loved, disciplined, and cared for.
WHAT THE BIBLE REALLY SAYS
Far from demeaning women, marginalizing their role, or treating them as inferior to males, the Bible esteems and values women, viewing them as created in God’s image and granting them the freedom to actively contribute to the life of the church. As Alvin Schmidt, a sociologist who studied the rise of Christianity, remarks, Jesus’ “actions and teachings raised the status of women to new heights, often to the consternation and dismay of his friends and enemies. By word and deed, he went against the ancient, taken-for-granted beliefs and practices that defined woman as socially, intellectually, and spiritually inferior.”20
After exploring what the Bible says about women, Roger Nicole concludes: “In view of all of the above it is clear that the Scripture provides for women a place of unusual dignity and significance. It never demeans the activities in which primarily women are engaged, such as functioning as wife, home builder, mother, educator of children. To engage in these notable activities according to Scripture is not to choose some second-best option, manifestly inferior to the pursuit of an independent career.”21
From the beginning, women are created in the image of God alongside of man. As integral parts of humanity, men and women, together, are given the mandate to fill the earth and subdue it (subdue simply means to tame or bring order. Think of a beautiful garden that if not tamed will overgrow and become unruly.). In Christ they both share equal parts of redemption. At the same time, the Scriptures also show and even praise women engaging in roles that we often deem masculine. This is even more striking within the patriarchal culture of the Bible. All of this demonstrates that God’s intention in creation and redemption is man and woman working in tandem, both offering their own gifts and abilities (though not always as neatly particularized as traditional views of masculinity and femininity can sometimes make them). In the holy tandem God intended, there is no room for manipulation, power plays, or abusive attempts. There is only mutual love and respect.
This is not to erase creational differences, which should be embraced and celebrated, but to affirm and value both man and woman equally and to highlight the supreme worth and dignity God bestows on the female aspect of humanity, all of which reflects His image and beautiful character.
What Does the Bible Say about Violence against Women?
The primary question of this chapter is significantly important, for a reason that psychologist Lenore Walker, in treating patients who have experienced abuse, points out. She says, “Women with strong religious backgrounds often are less likely to believe that violence against them is wrong.”1 Abused women may try to rationalize their suffering by believing that it is “God’s will” or “part of God’s plan for my life” or “God’s way of teaching me a lesson.” Yet this image of a harsh, cruel God runs contrary to the biblical image of a kind, merciful, and loving God who promises to be present to us in our suffering—especially when it is unjust.
And this is the true nature of the question at hand. Because to ask what the Bible says about domestic violence is to inquire about the nature of who God is. Is He a God who wields violence as a tool for His punishment? Or is He a God who hates violence and abuse, and grieves its effects on His beloved?
Let’s talk a closer look.
THE OLD TESTAMENT ON ABUSE
While some victims of abuse may wonder if the Bible condones their abuse, the Bible actually paints a very different picture. Put simply, God hates abuse, viewing it as sinful and unacceptable.2
There are literally hundreds of Scripture passages that condemn abuse and proclaim God’s particular judgment on physical abusers.3 The psalmist, for example, declares God’s hatred of abuse in no uncertain terms: “the wicked, those who love violence, he hates with a passion” (Ps. 11:5). What’s more, He promises to judge harshly all unrepentant physical abusers (See Ps. 11:5; Prov. 1:8–19; Joel 3:19; Mic. 3:1–7; Nah. 3:1–7). He despises the plotting of injustice (Psalm 58:2). He will one day punish the violent (Zeph. 1:9). He values breaking “the chains of injustice” even more than displays of piety such as fasting (Isa. 58:4–6). And finally, He calls His people to assertively protect the abused and the vulnerable just as He does (Prov. 24:11–12; Isa. 1:17; Jer. 22:3).
We may already think domestic abuse is certainly a crime against humanity, but the Bible shows us it is also more than that. More than a criminal act, it is a sin that God abhors. When someone defaces a human being—God’s image bearer—it is ultimately an attack against God Himself. Ron Clark says it clearly, “Domestic violence is not only a crime against humanity, it is a sin against God … To ignore this violence and humiliation is to ignore the voice of God.”4
The flip side of God’s hatred for violence is His inexhaustible concern and care for the oppressed. He not only hates violence and injustice, but He delights in rescuing the oppressed (2 Sam. 22:49).
Throughout the Bible we see this unrelenting concern expressed by God for those who are weak, powerless, and oppressed. There are a few different words for “poverty” in the Hebrew Bible, but the most common is ’ani, which not only connotes being economically poor but also “oppressed, exploited, and suffering.”5 For example, in the Psalms the ’ani are “depicted generally as being hounded and seized by the wicked and strong (10:2, 9; 14:6; 35:10; 37:14; 106:16) or being plundered [12:5].”6 One can see how easily such a description could be applied to include a woman suffering violence from an oppressor. This biblical term is also a helpful one for our understanding, because it encompasses violence that is not only physical but verbal, emotional, mental, and spiritual as well.
Let’s consider one particular instance of domestic violence in the Old Testament, in which God executes justice for the victim. In 1 Samuel 25 we learn about a man named Nabal, who Scripture says was “harsh and badly behaved” (25:3). This description of Nabal immediately follows the identification of his wife, Abigail, and so we can infer that she was commonly the object of his harshness. The story says Nabal had greeted David’s messengers with insults and inhospitality, provoking David to go to war with Nabal and his house. But Abigail hears of David’s plan and begs him not to harm Nabal. Abigail asks David to forgive Nabal, and he complies. However, when Abigail returns and tells her husband what has taken place, “His heart failed him and he became like a stone. And about ten days later the Lord struck Nabal, and he died” (1 Sam. 25:37–38).
This story is told from the perspective of compassion on behalf of Abigail. God saw her in her suffering, and He acted mercifully to her by avenging her perpetrator. Of course God does not always work in miraculous ways such as this, but this story does reveal God’s heart of compassion for Abigail in her unjust suffering.
The Bible is full of stories—like Abigail’s—in which God actively rescues the oppressed from violence. What’s more, He calls us to follow His lead. In Jeremiah 22:3, for instance, we see that the Lord calls His people to deliver the oppressed: “This is what the LORD says: Do what is just and right. Rescue from the hand of his oppressor the one who has been robbed. Do no wrong or violence to the foreigner, the fatherless or the widow, and do not shed innocent blood in this place.”
THE NEW TESTAMENT ON ABUSE
The Old Testament certainly sets the stage for God’s attitude toward abuse, but what about the New Testament?
First of all, the answer to this question is found squarely at the center of the mission of Jesus—as we are told that He came to set the captives free (Luke 4:17). This includes women who are threatened with violence and abuse.
Consider the story of the woman caught in adultery (John 8). The religious authorities wanted to stone her to death, but Jesus defended her, saying, “Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7). In Matthew 18:6, Jesus also expressly opposes violence against children.
Furthermore, Jesus took the definition of violence to an even deeper level when He condemned physical violence and verbal violence as equal offenses. In Matthew 5:21, He says, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment.” Also, in Matthew 12:36–37, Jesus says, “But I tell you that everyone will have to give account on the day of judgment for every empty word they have spoken. For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned.”
In summary, Jesus’ heart for women, children, the poor, oppressed, and suffering matches the heart of God for the poor and powerless that we find throughout the Old Testament.
The rest of the New Testament echoes this stance. Just as Jesus condemned verbal abuse, so does James 3:6: “The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of one’s life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.” Similarly, Ephesians 4:29 reads, “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.” Paul, too, opposes violence: “But now you must also rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips” (Col. 3:8).
The New Testament is careful to warn men specifically against violent tendencies.
In Paul’s first letter to Timothy, he says that one of the characteristics of a leader of the church must be that he is not violent but kind (1 Tim. 3:2–4). Colossians 3:19 continues this idea by teaching that husbands are not to be harsh with their wives but love them.
Ironically, men who abuse often use Ephesians 5:22—“Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord” to justify their behavior, but this is taken out of context. The entire passage (Eph. 5:21–33) in fact teaches the mutual submission of husband and wife out of love for Christ: “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (5:21). Additionally, the word submit does not mean to obey, and it is always a chosen act. Submission cannot be forced, it must be chosen—and it must be mutual in this mysterious dance of marriage.
As a matter of fact, that is what Ephesians 5:23 means: “For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.” When Christ came to earth, He laid aside His heavenly power—voluntarily—for His bride the church. In this sense, “head” does not imply superiority (see 1 Cor. 12:14–19). Ephesians 5:25 says, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” The Scriptures call husbands to love their wives as Christ loves the church—and Christ does not abuse His church. He protects and cherishes it. When a husband abuses his wife, he lies horribly about the character of God and the gospel of Christ.
Referring to Christ’s self-sacrificing love for the church, Ephesians 5:28–29 continues this thought: “In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the church.” This is a picture of self-sacrifice, not of domination. The godly husband does not seek to control his wife but nourishes and cherishes her.
As we’ve discussed, the world and the church both have so often gotten masculinity wrong. Male authoritarianism is not what God intended for men. Pastor and social activist Ron Clark writes, “In domestic violence the problem is that husbands do not act like Jesus or God. A man, who hits, humiliates, rapes, or verbally abuses his wife is acting contrary to the God who created him.” In other words, a man who is abusive is abandoning his God-given duty.7 Instead, Clark notes, God conducts His relationships with the utmost “love, compassion, honor, and mercy,” and men must do likewise. 8
Ultimately, the broad account of Scripture from the Old Testament to the New reveals a consistent thread emphasizing love, compassion, and mercy, while opposing cruelty, violence, and abuse. In light of this, there is quite simply no biblical justification for abuse. To gain an even deeper understanding of why God hates abuse, we must go back even further.
IN THE BEGINNING: PEACE AND VIOLENCE
Abuse against women goes against the biblical concept of shalom, a term that means fullness of peace, universal flourishing, wholeness, and delight. Shalom is the vision of a society without violence or fear: “I will grant peace in the land, and you will lie down and no one will make you afraid” (Lev. 26:6). It entails harmonious relationships with both God and others, a profound and comprehensive sort of well-being, and an abundant welfare overflowing with peace, justice, and common good (Isa. 32:14–20).
The original intent of God was shalom. The opening words of Scripture tell us, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1), and He called His creation good. When He created humans, as the pinnacle of His creation, they were named “very good” (Gen. 1:31). Creation was perfect, humans had harmony in their relationship with God and with each other, and all was well. All was shalom.
But it didn’t stay this way for very long. Genesis 3 records the terrible day when humanity fell into sin and shalom was violated.
Adam and Eve violated their relationship with God by rebelling against His command. This was a moment of cosmic treason. Instead of trusting in God’s wise and good word (Gen. 2:16–17), they trusted in the crafty words of the serpent (Gen. 3:1–5). In response, the Creator placed a curse on our parents that cast the whole human race into futility and death. The royal image of God fell into the severe ignobility we all experience. This tragic fall from grace into disgrace plunged humankind into a relational abyss.
If shalom is biblical shorthand for the way the world is intended to be, then it follows that the greatest enemy of shalom is violence. Indeed, “violence” is one of the first words used to describe the decay of the world after sin entered into it: “Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight and was full of violence. God saw how corrupt the earth had become, for all the people on earth had corrupted their ways” (Gen. 6:11–12).
From the first entrance of violence into the world, we see that such violence grieves the Creator. Because of this violent breaking of shalom, evil entered the world, and with it, so did abuse. These sins may be understood as an intrusion upon God’s original plan for peace. This helps us see the biblical description of redemption as an intrusion of grace into disgrace, or light into the darkness, to reestablish the power of shalom over violence. Just as sin and evil are an intrusion on original peace, so redemption is an intrusion of reclaiming what was originally intended for humans: peace.
Theologian Cornelius Plantinga calls this first sin—and all sin to follow—the “vandalism of shalom.”9 As a result, both the vertical relationship with God and the horizontal relationship with God’s image bearers are fractured. Sin inverts love for God, which results in idolatry, and sin inverts love for others, which results in exploitation and abuse. Such sin works at cross-purposes with shalom.
So what does this all mean in the context of domestic abuse? Simply put, when someone defaces a human being—an image bearer of God—it is ultimately an attack being waged against God Himself. Such abuse, whether it occurs emotionally, verbally, physically, or spiritually, is an assault against God’s purpose of shalom.
MAKING ALL THINGS NEW
Shalom has been violently broken. However, there is good news: God is in the business of making all things new.
God is not standing idly by to watch violence run its course. He will not allow evil to have the final word. His response to evil and violence is redemption, renewal, and re-creation.
The Old Testament prophets spoke widely of a future time when God would put things right again, and when shalom would be finally and permanently restored to God’s creation. The restoration of shalom is frequently united to the coming of the long-awaited Messiah, prophesied throughout the Old Testament. This Messiah would be a suffering servant (Is. 53) and He would bring shalom at last.
As we know, God’s desire for shalom and His response to violence and abuse culminates in the person and work of Jesus Christ. The restoration of shalom is fully expressed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and its scope runs even deeper than the curse of evil in the world today. The cross is God’s attack on sin and violence; it is salvation from sin and its effects. The cross really is a coup de grace, meaning “stroke of grace,” which refers to the deathblow delivered to the misery of our suffering.
Jesus Christ came into this violent world that was shattered by sin, and He suffered a violent death at the hands of violent men in order to save rebellious sinners. He came that He might rescue us from divine wrath and provide instead divine peace, mercy, grace, and love. The sinless one suffered disgrace, in order to bring sinners and sufferers the grace of God.
The cross is both the consequence of evil and God’s method of accomplishing redemption. Jesus proves, by the resurrection, that God redeems and heals. He is in the work of redemption today.
Of course, we know evil still exists, and His redemption is not yet fully complete.
Until Jesus returns, we groan (Rom. 8:23) and we grieve (1 Thess. 4:13). Grief is not a sinful emotion but is the result of sin. God and His people have legitimate grief because of sin and the pain it brings. Yet we can also grieve with hope, because we can look to the day when our grief will be banished (1 Thess. 4:13; 1 Cor. 15:55–57). Because of God’s redemptive work through Jesus Christ, He will wipe away all of your tears (Rev. 7:17; 21:4).
What Jesus’ resurrection began will find its completion in the new creation. The new heavens and the new earth described in Revelation 21:3–5 show us exactly what we have to look forward to:
Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away … I am making everything new!
What Does the Bible Say about God Delivering Victims?
According to feminist theologian Carol Adams, victims may believe one of two things when it comes to divine deliverance from abuse. First, they may believe that neither God, the world, nor the church protect the weak. Second, they may believe that God, the world, and the church do protect the weak—but only if they are deserving. The result is that a victim often feels either abandoned by God, or that she is being punished by God.1
As we’ve discussed in the last chapter, we believe the Bible teaches that God wishes for your safety. We may know that God’s love moves Him to compassion for His people, and that He feels for His people’s suffering. But the next natural question is: What does He do about it? How does this deliverance come about?
GOD’S PROTECTION, CARE, AND PATIENCE
First, we must address the concern that one is undeserving of deliverance and protection. In one sense, this is true—it is the very nature of grace to be undeserved. Because we are all sinful people, none of the grace and deliverance we receive is given for the reason that we deserve it. Yet it is freely given. And at the same time, we can do nothing to merit this gift of grace.
For example, Adam and Eve continue under the shelter of God’s care after the fall, even though their behavior has done nothing to deserve such care. The question of deserved or undeserved is irrelevant when it comes to grace. And this, because we are all sinful people, is the best of news. It means that God will never withhold His deliverance on account of your behavior. It also means that there is nothing you can do to “earn” such deliverance—and yet, it is freely given anyway.
Suffering—and the need for deliverance—was never intended to be part of God’s world. Yet because of the fall, it is very much part of our world. However, as in the story of Adam and Eve, we find God’s care and protection from suffering for His children all throughout the Scripture—even after the fall of mankind.
Some of the most poignant examples of God’s deliverance include people we might not expect. For example, after Cain killed Abel, God promised to protect him (Gen. 4:13–15).
God also looked out for Hagar, even though she had a child with Abraham who was not the son of God’s promise to him. After Hagar upsets Abraham’s wife, Sarah, Sarah forces him to send her away, but God took care of her and her son in the desert where they otherwise would have likely died (Gen. 21:14–20).
When Gideon was weak in faith and needed extra proof from God that He would indeed save him and Israel from their enemies, God was patient with him and offered proof (Judg. 6:36–40).
God is especially concerned to care for and protect the weak or marginalized: orphans, widows, the poor, and all who suffer unjust oppression. Again and again throughout Scripture, we see Him responding to injustice on behalf of the oppressed:
• “The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble” (Ps. 9:9).
• “You, Lord, hear the desire of the afflicted; you encourage them, and you listen to their cry, defending the fatherless and the oppressed, so that mere earthly mortals will never again strike terror” (Ps. 10:17–18).
• “May he defend the afflicted among the people and save the children of the needy; may he crush the oppressor” (Ps. 72:4).
• “On the day the Lord gives you relief from your suffering and turmoil and from the harsh labor forced on you, you will take up this taunt against the king of Babylon: ‘How the oppressor has come to an end! How his fury has ended! The Lord has broken the rod of the wicked, the scepter of the rulers, which in anger struck down peoples with unceasing blows, and in fury subdued nations with relentless aggression’” (Isa. 14:3–6).
• “If you do not oppress the foreigner, the fatherless or the widow and do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not follow other gods to your own harm, then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your ancestors for ever and ever” (Jer. 7:6–7).
• “This is what the Lord Almighty said: ‘Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another. Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless, the foreigner or the poor. Do not plot evil against each other’” (Zech. 7:9–10).
• “‘So I will come to put you on trial. I will be quick to testify against sorcerers, adulterers and perjurers, against those who defraud laborers of their wages, who oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive the foreigners among you of justice, but do not fear me,’ says the Lord Almighty” (Mal. 3:5).
GOD AS LIBERATOR OF THE OPPRESSED
These verses above show us God’s exquisite care and concern for the weak. But He also takes it a step further than that, moving beyond compassionate observer to active liberator of the oppressed.
Different words for “rescue,” “deliver,” and “save” in the Old Testament and New Testament often overlap in meaning. For example, the Greek word for “save” in the New Testament (sōzō) can mean both “save” and “deliver.” Thus, throughout the Bible we find God liberating, delivering, rescuing, and saving His people—it is a primary theme throughout all of Scripture.
Consider the following examples:
• “Therefore, say to the Israelites: ‘I am the Lord, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment’” (Ex. 6:6).
• “As surely as I valued your life today, so may the Lord value my life and deliver me from all trouble” (1 Sam. 26:24).
• “The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, because the Lord has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness the prisoners …” (Isa. 61:1).
These themes are, of course, taken up in the life of Jesus as well. He quotes the text above from Isaiah 61 with reference to Himself in Luke 4:17–19, as a statement of His earthly mission:
The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
Consider also these passages that show the compassion of Jesus on the poor, oppressed, and sick:
• “Jesus replied, ‘Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor. Blessed is anyone who does not stumble on account of me’” (Matt. 11:4–6).
• “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him” (Acts 10:38).
HOW GOD DELIVERS FROM VIOLENCE
The idea of violence in Scripture is a broad one, including physical harm but also other forms of wrong such as the abuse of power, used to oppress others. God’s people suffer this kind of violence throughout the history of redemption—they are not immune to it. But they are also promised deliverance from it, and their deliverer is not ignorant of their plight and suffering. He is strong to save and promises that violence does not have the final word in the life of anyone who belongs to Him.
As we’ve explored previously, the Lord again and again throughout the Old Testament shows His hate for lack of justice and violence against the vulnerable. And again and again, God sides with the injured person against the violent man.2
Although God might seem distant, the Bible almost always assumes that salvation comes about because God takes an interest in our lives and acts—albeit sometimes behind the scenes, and many times through the help and compassion of other people. As a matter of fact, deliverance almost always assumes this outside help. This helps us to understand deliverance not as a single miraculous act of God, but through our ordinary circumstances that may include the communal support of those around us and our own personal actions to avoid abuse. This does not mean we can save ourselves, but it does mean pro-actively choosing to flee violence where it can be avoided, which can aid in the deliverance God is already bringing about.
Deliverance, then, is not something that happens “magically” and only through praying and waiting on God. Rather, it happens in real time, in real circumstances. New Testament scholar Scot McKnight explains,
The focus of the various images for salvation and deliverance in the psalms is on personal deliverance from enemies and life’s real troubles rather than, as is often the case in Christian theology, on images of salvation in the afterlife for the individual … It is this focus on real-life problems, such as being surrounded by enemies intent on killing the psalmist, that gives to the psalms a potent vision not only of salvation but also of a life of faith, a life of prayer, and a life of petitioning God for deliverance from physical dangers.3
The Greek work sōtēr means both “Savior” and “Healer.” “Sozo” denotes “rescue and deliverance in the sense of averting some danger threatening life.”4 New Testament commentator Leon Morris explains,
Salvation is a general term, denoting deliverance of varying kinds. It may be used of the healing of disease, of safety in travel and of preservation in times of peril. It may apply to people or to things. In the OT, when Israel was threatened by hostile nations, the term is used of God’s protection. In the Gospels it is often used of Jesus’ healings (“Your faith has saved [i.e., healed] you”). But the term is also used for deliverance from sin and for the ultimate deliverance when the saved enter bliss with Christ at the end of the age.5
Sin has been taken care of in Christ, and this is the lynchpin of human history. But it is also true that sin is the ultimate barrier to life in God, which will ultimately be a life of complete wholeness in body, soul, and spirit. Thus, we need two forms of salvation: salvation from our own sins, and salvation from the dangers and violent circumstances in which we find ourselves.
We already know, on a theological level, that the same God who forgives us will one day heal our bodies in the resurrection. So let us also remember, on a practical level, that He is interested in our physical and mental well-being here and now. The bottom line of all of this is that God is a God who delivers His people from all kinds of evil—including violence.
One can walk through the pages of Scripture and see the active reality of God’s salvation from violence. Jacob is delivered from Esau, Joseph from the evil intent of his brothers, Moses from Pharaoh’s command to kill, the people of Israel from Egypt, then from the Canaanites through Joshua and the judges, David from the Philistines, countless other kings of Israel and Judah from many other enemies, Elijah from Ahab and Jezebel, Daniel from the lions’ den, Jonah from the fish, the Ninevites from judgment announced through Jonah, Esther and her people from Haman’s plot, the early Christ-followers from demonic oppression and attack through the hand of Jesus and His apostles, and the list continues. The central theme in all this is that God gave Himself for sin, the greatest weapon of the enemy to destroy us, to “deliver us from the present evil age,” and this has ramifications for deliverance from all kinds of evil now and into the future. God has been saving and delivering people since the fall of man, and its culmination is Christ’s death and resurrection, the centerpiece of all history.
Here are a few other scriptural examples to give a general picture of deliverance throughout the biblical story:
• “Save me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for I am afraid he will come and attack me, and also the mothers with their children” (Gen. 32:11).
• “‘The Lord who rescued me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will rescue me from the hand of this Philistine.’ Saul said to David, ‘Go, and the Lord be with you’” (1 Sam. 17:37).
• “As surely as I valued your life today, so may the Lord value my life and deliver me from all trouble” (1 Sam. 26:24).
• “In you, Lord, I have taken refuge; let me never be put to shame; deliver me in your righteousness” (Ps. 31:1).
• “Deliver me from evildoers and save me from those who are after my blood” (Ps. 59:2).
• “Rescue me from the mire, do not let me sink; deliver me from those who hate me, from the deep waters” (Ps. 69:14).
• “Save me, Lord, from lying lips and from deceitful tongues” (Ps. 120:2).
• “Rescue me, Lord, from evildoers; protect me from the violent …” (Ps. 140:1).
• “Do not say, ‘I’ll pay you back for this wrong!’ Wait for the Lord, and he will avenge you” (Prov. 20:22).
• “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one” (Matt. 6:13).
• “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is subject to death?” (Rom. 7:24).
• “… Who gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father …” (Gal. 1:4).
GOD IS A GOD WHO DELIVERS
Scripture is clear: our God is a God who delivers. However, sometimes the deliverance we hope for does not arrive as quickly as we’d like it to. Therefore, when we do not experience the present reality of deliverance, our hope is in the promise of deliverance. There is a present and future reality to all salvation and deliverance. Our lasting hope is deliverance by the strong hand of God, but the hard reality is that this does not always come when or in the way we wish. The mystery of suffering and pain is real.
Scripture offers examples all across the spectrum of those rejoicing in God’s deliverance on one end and those crying out for Him to show up on the other. In any given moment of this life, we may find ourselves at different places on the spectrum. But wherever we are, our lasting hope is in the deliverance of God.
While we wait and hope, we can do two things: we can look to the future and final deliverance God promises with the return of Christ, and we can actively posture ourselves to avoid violence that is avoidable.
And while we wait, we can find assurance in Psalm 46:1, “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.” David does not promise there will be no trouble or any heartache in this life. He only promises that God is with you in the trouble. The cross and resurrection show you that God mysteriously pulls you toward Him even as you squirm and resist. And He is there in the dark places when you feel most alone.
Of course, this presents a paradox: How can you feel so alone and yet sense deeply that God is near? David describes the same experience in Psalm 10. He cries out in verse 1: “Why, Lord, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” But then David declares unequivocally in verse 17: “You, Lord, hear the desire of the afflicted; you encourage them, and you listen to their cry.” The laments of this psalm encourage us to risk the danger of speaking boldly and personally to God.
Influential Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann reminds us that “the laments are refusals to settle for the way things are. They are acts of relentless hope that believes no situation falls outside Yahweh’s capacity for transformation.” 6
The same is true for you today. Your situation does not fall outside God’s reach of transformation. Psalm 10 can serve as a prayer for you as you reflect on the temptation of denial and the need for grief and mourning while still hoping in God’s healing and restoration.
Does the Bible Say I Should Suffer Abuse and Violence?
Tragically, at least one in four women experiences violence from her partner at some point in her adult life.1 And tragically, that rate is no different among Christian homes and homes of other faiths or no faith. In fact, research shows that Christian women stay far longer in the abusive context and in far more severe abuse than their non-Christian counterparts.2
Women caught up in the cycle of abuse may think, “I can’t leave this abusive situation because the Bible says divorce is wrong.” Likewise, abusive husbands may claim, “The Bible commands that my wife should be submissive to me.”
Abusive men often take the biblical text and distort it to support their right to abuse. We even know of clergy who have said to victims of abuse, “Jesus’ wounds were redemptive—they saved the world. Your wounds can be redemptive and save your relationship.” Similarly, we know of pastors who have counseled abused women: “If you just submit to your husband, even if he is abusive, God will honor your obedience and the abuse would either stop or God would give you the grace to endure the abuse.”
Some have even misapplied 1 Peter 1:6 to the context of abuse: “In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.” This verse has been grossly misused to tell women they should accept abuse and use the suffering as an opportunity to grow their faith.
It is true that people suffer in all kinds of ways. It is also true that Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection paint a picture of suffering that leads to glory. This undergirds a central theme found throughout the New Testament that suffering can be redemptive. In fact, Paul says that “Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12), and he told the first churches that “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). Certainly suffering has the potential to be purifying and strip us of ingrained attitudes and habits that lead us away from God. It also has the potential to drive us deeper into trust and dependence upon God.
But the problem with the above arguments for staying within abuse is that God never calls us into violence if it can be avoided. We are not called to passively accept every form of unjust pain that comes our way—especially not abuse.
This is not an idea that comes from Scripture. Rather, Scripture shows us a complex and multifaceted view of human suffering, and so we must not be simplistic in our counsel to ourselves and to others who face unjust suffering. Scripture does not encourage people to endure avoidable suffering and it does encourage them to avoid unnecessary suffering. Let us not fall into the trap of thinking that if you decide to take steps to end the abuse, you are being a bad Christian. Remember that Jesus stood up for the dignity of many women when others looked down on them—He gave them not only a sense of self-worth but a practical way out (as He did for the woman about to be stoned in John 8), rather than telling them to become more accepting of their circumstances.
YOU WERE NOT CREATED TO SUFFER
The reason for this goes back to the beginning: you were not created to suffer. Suffering and pain are a result of sin entering the world. While God mysteriously works within the confines of an evil and suffering world, transforming these things for His own purposes, He Himself is good and does not delight in the suffering of the world. He takes “no pleasure in the death of the wicked” (Ezek. 33:11) and does not tempt anyone to evil (James 1:13). Instead, it is from Him that we receive “every good and perfect gift” (James 1:17).
For example, even after Adam and Eve chose to disobey God, He did not abandon the people He created. Though disobedience brought awareness of nakedness and shame, God did not shame the couple further but instead, “The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them” (Gen. 3:21). Suffering, shame, and pain entered a good world through the deceit of the devil and sin of man, but God showed mercy.
At the other end of history, when the end of the age arrives and the kingdom of God is consummated, suffering and death will be destroyed forever (Rev. 21:3–5).
The full arc of Scripture, from beginning to end, tells us this: we were not created to suffer. God is grieved by our suffering and longs for the day when we will be fully delivered from it.
BIBLICAL EXAMPLES OF AVOIDING SUFFERING
What we have seen, then, is that human suffering and pain in themselves do not originate in the character of God and have no place in God’s original designs for creation. Because of this, God’s people, while accepting suffering that was unavoidable as an act of trust in God, nevertheless avoided and worked around unjust suffering when they were able.
Let’s look at some examples throughout the Bible of God’s people who choose to flee abuse and avoid suffering:
NOAH
Noah and his family were able to escape the destruction of the flood and avoid imminent death by obeying God and accepting the deliverance He provided:
So the Lord said, “I will wipe from the face of the earth the human race I have created—and with them the animals, the birds and the creatures that move along the ground—for I regret that I have made them.” But Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord. (Gen. 6:7–8)
PATRIARCHS SAVED FROM FAMINE
All three of the biblical patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—could have died by starvation in their lifetimes because of famine in the land. Each one, however, found a way out that was providentially—rather than miraculously—given to them by God. In other words, God used natural and ordinary circumstances to ensure their safety.
ISRAEL IN EGYPT
In Genesis, God explains to Abraham that his descendants would suffer slavery and abuse in Egypt, but that He would deliver them:
Then the Lord said to him, “Know for certain that for four hundred years your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own and that they will be enslaved and mistreated there. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions.” (Gen. 15:13–14)
Israel did indeed suffer in Egypt, but God did not leave Israel in the hands of their abusers:
Then the LORD said, “I have surely seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt and have heard their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey, to the place of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. And now, behold, the cry of the people of Israel has come to me, and I have also seen the oppression with which the Egyptians oppress them. Come, I will send you to Pharaoh that you may bring my people, the children of Israel, out of Egypt.” (Ex. 3:7–10 ESV)
God’s rescue of Israel out of the hands of their oppressors in Egypt is a theme that continues through the rest of the Bible. For example, their oppression in Egypt should lead them to have compassion on foreigners in their midst:
You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress him, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt. You shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. If you do mistreat them, and they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry, and my wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become widows and your children fatherless. (Ex. 22:21–24 ESV)
ISRAEL IN THE TIME OF THE JUDGES
During the era of the judges in Israel, God repeatedly intervened through ordinary people and delivered Israel from those who oppressed her, even after she had fallen into great sin:
Yet they would not listen to their judges but prostituted themselves to other gods and worshiped them. They quickly turned from the ways of their ancestors, who had been obedient to the Lord’s commands. Whenever the Lord raised up a judge for them, he was with the judge and saved them out of the hands of their enemies as long as the judge lived; for the Lord relented because of their groaning under those who oppressed and afflicted them. (Judg. 2:17–18)
DAVID FLEEING FROM SAUL
After David had been anointed king by Samuel and began to rise in the eyes of the people as the leader of the nation of Israel, Saul became jealous and sought to kill him. In response to this threat, David fled:
Saul sent men to David’s house to watch it and to kill him in the morning. But Michal, David’s wife, warned him, “If you don’t run for your life tonight, tomorrow you’ll be killed.” So Michal let David down through a window, and he fled and escaped. (1 Sam. 19:11–12)
Later, David fears for his life and again flees:
But David thought to himself, “One of these days I will be destroyed by the hand of Saul. The best thing I can do is to escape to the land of the Philistines. Then Saul will give up searching for me anywhere in Israel, and I will slip out of his hand” … When Saul was told that David had fled to Gath, he no longer searched for him. (1 Sam. 27:1, 4)
ESTHER AND HER PEOPLE
Instead of passively accepting the unjust slaughter that she and her people were about to receive, Esther mustered all her courage, risked her life, and pled her case before the king. This act of courage and refusal to accept a violent fate resulted in the deliverance of the people of Israel from annihilation. Her cousin Mordecai had prompted her,
“Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?”
Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecai: “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my attendants will fast as you do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it is against the law. And if I perish, I perish.” (Es. 4:13–16)
Through Esther’s actions, the Jews were saved:
On the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, the month of Adar, the edict commanded by the king was to be carried out. On this day the enemies of the Jews had hoped to overpower them, but now the tables were turned and the Jews got the upper hand over those who hated them. The Jews assembled in their cities in all the provinces of King Xerxes to attack those determined to destroy them. No one could stand against them, because the people of all the other nationalities were afraid of them. (Es. 9:1–2)
THE WOMAN CAUGHT IN ADULTERY
Jesus intervened before a mob of religious hypocrites stoned a woman for adultery. In addition to protecting her from death, Jesus also speaks graciously to her: “Neither do I condemn you.”
Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them. The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him. But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground.
At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there. Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?”
“No one, sir,” she said.
“Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.” (John 8:1–11)
JESUS
It is true that Jesus’ life was marked by suffering that He willingly took upon Himself. But the purpose of this suffering was so that we could avoid it—so that He could suffer in our stead. Jesus was motivated to undergo suffering for the very reason that we would be spared.
And even Jesus Himself avoided physical assault by hiding, maintaining physical separation from His abusers, and by eluding them.
Before He was even a grown man, Jesus was whisked away from danger by His family:
When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” he said, “take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.”
So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt. (Matt. 2:13–14)
Later as an adult, He often withdrew from people because He was in danger of physical harm. British scholar R. T. France notes that Matthew repeatedly uses the word anachōreō, “depart/withdraw,” for Jesus “getting out of a place of danger” (Matt. 2:14; 2:22; 4:12; 12:15).3 For example,
But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus. Aware of this, Jesus withdrew from that place. A large crowd followed him, and he healed all who were ill. He warned them not to tell others about him. (Matt. 12:14–16)
This repeated motif of Jesus’ withdrawal is too important to ignore: Jesus is taking precautions to avoid premature confrontation. When the time comes for the showdown in Jerusalem, He will not hold back. But for now He has a wider ministry to fulfill. If controversy is forced on Him, He will respond vigorously, but He takes care to avoid initiating it.
This is the same instruction Jesus gives to His followers: to avoid violence whenever possible. For example:4
• “Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do, they may trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces” (Matt. 7:6).
• “If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, leave that home or town and shake the dust off your feet” (Matt. 10:14).
• “When you are persecuted in one place, flee to another. Truly I tell you, you will not finish going through the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes” (Matt. 10:23).
Some other examples of Jesus avoiding abuse are found in John’s gospel:
• “‘Very truly I tell you,’ Jesus answered, ‘before Abraham was born, I am!’ At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.” (John 8:58–59)
• “Again his Jewish opponents picked up stones to stone him … Again they tried to seize him, but he escaped their grasp.” (John 10:31, 39)
• “So from that day on they plotted to take his life. Therefore Jesus no longer moved about publicly among the people of Judea. Instead he withdrew to a region near the wilderness, to a village called Ephraim, where he stayed with his disciples.” (John 11:53–54)
Theologian D. A. Carson notes on these texts that “Jesus repeatedly escapes arrest, until the appointed hour of the Father arrives (7:30, 44; 8:20; cf. 18:6).”5 In similar fashion, we all have our “appointed hours” of suffering and death, but these are in God’s hands, not ours. When we do face suffering, however, we can know that it is God’s desire that we be protected. And this protection can involve our own initiative in fleeing harm, as Jesus did.
Just like Jesus’ choice to hide Himself from physical threat was part of God’s way of protecting Him, so a woman’s choice to escape from her abuser is part of God’s loving protection.
PAUL
Though he suffered persecution and was eventually martyred, Paul also repeatedly fled from physically abusive civil and religious authorities throughout his life (Acts 9:22–25; 14:5–7; 17:8–10, 14). At one point, Paul would have had the opportunity to endure an unjust and illegal beating for the name of Christ but instead made use of Roman law to avoid it (Acts 22:25–29). About this, John Polhill, a senior professor at Southern Baptist Seminary, writes that “Paul was not about to undergo such torture unnecessarily.”6 New Testament scholar Darrell Bock adds that this passage “indicates that sometimes God can use the governmental systems devised by men to protect Christians. Christians have nothing to fear from systems that seek justice.”7
On another occasion, Paul made use of a providential situation to avoid suffering and death when his nephew overheard a plot against him (Acts 23:12–13, 16–24).
These passages show that Paul repeatedly fled abusive situations—just as Jesus did. He did not hesitate to use various means to avoid suffering if possible, because he saw this as God’s deliverance. Even though Paul was eventually martyred, he never sought out this violent outcome for himself—rather, he took pains to avoid violence altogether wherever possible.
This approach to suffering requires discernment and dependence upon the Holy Spirit, but it also shows that the fundamental human desire to avoid pain is not wrong in itself. In an abusive relationship, there is every reason for a woman to flee and to see this as God’s loving means of rescuing her from harm and harm to her children.
HOW TO SUPPORT WOMEN IN THEIR AVOIDANCE OF SUFFERING
What we have seen is that suffering, abuse, and pain are not part of God’s original intention for creation, nor for the world to come. One of the best things pastors, ministry leaders, friends, and family can do for a victim of abuse is to assure her of this very truth.
There is a certain mystery in the presence of evil in the world, but the Bible is clear that it does not originate in God. While God’s children face all manner of suffering and pain in the world, God is portrayed as one who seeks to protect and care for those suffering, to rescue and liberate those who are oppressed, to be present with them in their pain, and ultimately to redeem everything painful and evil that we suffer. Thus, biblical wisdom calls us to avoid suffering where we can, to make use of the deliverance God provides, and to help others do the same.
In the Bible are numerous stories of godly people repeatedly avoiding abuse and assault by hiding, fleeing from, and maintaining physical separation from an abuser. In the case of domestic abuse, prioritizing protection certainly includes encouraging and supporting women to separate from abusive husbands.
Following these biblical examples, abused women should be encouraged to flee from abusers. Others should assist victims in every way they can to find safety and physical security. We would add that while an abused woman with no children has strong biblical warrant to flee an abusive husband, she has additional warrant to do so if she has children.
This brings us to an important point. Some abused women believe that teaching on the permanence of marriage requires them to stay in an abusive relationship. But no person is expected to stay in an abusive marriage.
Marriage is a covenant; divorce is the breaking of that covenant. When a man chooses to be abusive, he breaks the covenant. An abusive man forfeits the right to remain married unless the woman wants to stay married. If his wife chooses to divorce him, she is making public his breaking of the covenant, and this does not go against what the Bible says about divorce.8 It is the abuser who must be confronted concerning his or her breaking of the marriage covenant, and “victims need to know that leaving is well within their rights as a child of God.”9
Abuse, specifically, is a form of oppression that twists God’s good intention of marriage. One scholar puts it this way: “Spousal abuse not only violates an individual victim but also ravages the covenant of marriage itself, affecting families, society, and the community charged with sustaining promises of faithful love.”10 If God provides the means to flee and find healing, we should take it—and encourage the same choice for others.
Additionally, clergy or friends should be careful not to use the story of the cross to justify abuse. Marie Fortune, the founder of an interfaith organization dedicated to ending abuse, explains that the cross is not meant to show us that suffering is good—in fact, it shows us just the opposite. She writes,
Sometimes Jesus’ crucifixion is misinterpreted as being the model for suffering: since Jesus went to the cross, persons should bear their own crosses of irrational violence (for example, rape) without complaint. But Jesus’ crucifixion does not sanctify suffering. It remains a witness to the horror of violence done to another and an identification with the suffering that people experience … The resurrection, the realization that the Christ was present to the disciples and is present to us, transformed but never justified the suffering and death experience.11
Fortune also cautions against taking a fatalistic view of God in suffering. Pastors, ministry leaders, and supportive friends and family must take care not to promote the simplistic view that God brought on the abuse for His purposes. This is a distorted view of what is actually happening. Fortune explains, “This ‘doormat theology’ teaches that it is God’s will that people suffer and the only option is to endure it. There is no space to question or challenge the suffering that comes from this injustice, to feel anger, or to act to change one’s circumstance.” The tragic result of this misunderstanding, Fortune continues, is that the victim is essentially revictimized by her being convinced that she can do nothing to alter her situation.
Ultimately, Fortune says, “There is no virtue in enduring suffering if no greater good is at stake … There is no greater good for anyone—certainly not for the victim and children and others who witness the violence but also not for the abuser.”12
One common reason abused women stay in the relationship is because they believe God wills them to. However, when we realize that allowing oneself to be abused in no way furthers to gospel, this argument is made invalid. Abused women are not expected to continue receiving abuse from anyone, especially in a way that enables the sin of their abuser to keep perpetuating itself.
Remember, God’s purpose is shalom. Violence works at cross- purposes with shalom, and He does not want you to suffer under it.
Fleeing from such a person, so that a woman and her children are safe, is a means of deliverance from the Lord. And it is also in the best interest of the abuser, because he is no longer enabled to act out this pattern of sin. The abuser is someone who needs to come to the end of himself to see his need for help. As Fortune writes, staying with them does no good for anyone.
In the end, Scripture does not commend enduring avoidable suffering. There are many biblical examples of godly men and women who made use of practical means to avoid suffering, abuse, and death. Of course we will all face suffering, and inevitably, we will all face death. But it is not up to us to decide when this time is—only God. In the meantime, it is good, right, holy, and wise to work against injustice, to avoid unjust suffering, and to help others do the same.
CHOOSING LIFE—NOT SUFFERING
If you are in an abusive relationship, we know that you are in a complex, dangerous, and desperate situation. When you are in this place, it seems that no choice is easy to make. But we also believe that God has better things in mind for you than to stay in your suffering.
One scholar puts it this way: “It is up to us to choose where we place ourselves: on the side of violence and death or on the side of peace and life. Fatalism and existence doomed to violence are not a part of biblical thinking. As the biblical text exhorts: ‘Choose then life, that you may live; you and your children after you’ (Deut. 30:19).”13
Thus, if a woman has an opportunity to be safe and away from abuse, we believe that God would rather she take the opportunity (please see appendix 1 for many resources on practical steps). More than trying to reform the abuser, staying because marriage is forever, staying to show forgiveness, it is better to be safe.
You Save Me from Violence: Psalm 18
You save me from violence” is an amazing declaration that is found in David’s beautiful prayer for deliverance and protection from his enemies in Psalm 18. And it can be your prayer, as well.
This psalm reveals a picture of David’s confidence in the power of God—the same powerful and compassionate God who cares about the violence and suffering we experience today. David called on God for the same reason that we can—because evil and violence isn’t the way things are supposed to be. And not only that, but God promises that one day He will “make all things new” (Rev. 21:5).
In Psalm 18 David finds himself in trouble—but first, he offers a song of praise to God, recounting the way God saved him from all his enemies. It is a song about a divine rescue from intense trials.
This theme of God saving David from violence (Ps. 18:2, 48; 2 Sam. 22:3, 49) is worth considering from the perspective of domestic violence. It encourages us that despite the evil we may face, our deliverer is not only with us but also has His eye on all those who suffer. Note how God knows and sees the abuse David himself is experiencing within the following psalm. God not only listens to David in his distress; God also springs to action and brings judgment on the oppressor. Though there is trouble all around, the psalmist can still put his trust in the Lord to rightly and perfectly judge.
Take a few minutes to read this psalm, and find yourself within its narrative:
I love you, O LORD, my strength.
The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer,
my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge,
my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.
I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised,
and I am saved from my enemies.
The cords of death encompassed me;
the torrents of destruction assailed me;
the cords of Sheol entangled me;
the snares of death confronted me.
In my distress I called upon the LORD;
to my God I cried for help.
From his temple he heard my voice,
and my cry to him reached his ears.
Then the earth reeled and rocked;
the foundations also of the mountains trembled
and quaked, because he was angry.
Smoke went up from his nostrils,
and devouring fire from his mouth;
glowing coals flamed forth from him.
He bowed the heavens and came down;
thick darkness was under his feet.
He rode on a cherub and flew;
he came swiftly on the wings of the wind.
He made darkness his covering, his canopy around him,
thick clouds dark with water.
Out of the brightness before him
hailstones and coals of fire broke through his clouds.
The LORD also thundered in the heavens,
and the Most High uttered his voice,
hailstones and coals of fire.
And he sent out his arrows and scattered them;
he flashed forth lightnings and routed them.
Then the channels of the sea were seen,
and the foundations of the world were laid bare
at your rebuke, O LORD,
at the blast of the breath of your nostrils.
He sent from on high, he took me;
he drew me out of many waters.
He rescued me from my strong enemy
and from those who hated me,
for they were too mighty for me.
They confronted me in the day of my calamity,
but the LORD was my support.
He brought me out into a broad place;
he rescued me, because he delighted in me.
The LORD dealt with me according to my righteousness;
according to the cleanness of my hands he rewarded me.
For I have kept the ways of the LORD,
and have not wickedly departed from my God.
For all his rules were before me,
and his statutes I did not put away from me.
I was blameless before him,
and I kept myself from my guilt.
So the LORD has rewarded me according to my righteousness,
according to the cleanness of my hands in his sight.
With the merciful you show yourself merciful;
with the blameless man you show yourself blameless;
with the purified you show yourself pure;
and with the crooked you make yourself seem tortuous.
For you save a humble people,
but the haughty eyes you bring down.
For it is you who light my lamp;
the LORD my God lightens my darkness.
For by you I can run against a troop,
and by my God I can leap over a wall.
This God—his way is perfect;
the word of the LORD proves true;
he is a shield for all those who take refuge in him.
For who is God, but the LORD?
And who is a rock, except our God?—
the God who equipped me with strength
and made my way blameless.
He made my feet like the feet of a deer
and set me secure on the heights.
He trains my hands for war,
so that my arms can bend a bow of bronze.
You have given me the shield of your salvation,
and your right hand supported me,
and your gentleness made me great.
You gave a wide place for my steps under me,
and my feet did not slip.
I pursued my enemies and overtook them,
and did not turn back till they were consumed.
I thrust them through, so that they were not able to rise;
they fell under my feet.
For you equipped me with strength for the battle;
you made those who rise against me sink under me.
You made my enemies turn their backs to me,
and those who hated me I destroyed.
They cried for help, but there was none to save;
they cried to the LORD, but he did not answer them.
I beat them fine as dust before the wind;
I cast them out like the mire of the streets.
You delivered me from strife with the people;
you made me the head of the nations;
people whom I had not known served me.
As soon as they heard of me they obeyed me;
foreigners came cringing to me.
Foreigners lost heart
and came trembling out of their fortresses.
The LORD lives, and blessed be my rock,
and exalted be the God of my salvation—
the God who gave me vengeance
and subdued peoples under me,
who delivered me from my enemies;
yes, you exalted me above those who rose against me;
you rescued me from the man of violence.
For this I will praise you, O LORD, among the nations,
and sing to your name.
Great salvation he brings to his king,
and shows steadfast love to his anointed,
to David and his offspring forever.1
WHEN VIOLENCE IS THE THEME OF YOUR SONG
The opening verses summarize the theme of the song: namely, that David has found the Lord to be a reliable defender against his enemies. David describes a particular danger that threatened to kill him. In Psalm 18:2 David utters the phrase, “I am saved from my enemies.” In 2 Samuel 22:3 (where the same song is found), this phrase is, “You save me from violence.”
The word for “violence” in 2 Samuel 22:3 is hamas.2 This is the primary word for “violence” in the Old Testament.3 But hamas is also a highly nuanced term and is not limited to physical violence.4 It can take on several shades of meaning, including both physical violence and also the sense of “wrong” or harsh treatment.5 But it always connotes some form of oppression.6 It even describes a particular commitment on the part of the violent person to bring about the full destruction of the victim. It is, for lack of a better description, the purest form of self-centeredness—it means the violent person will literally stop at nothing to achieve his or her goal. In fact, in many of the Psalms and Scripture’s legal literature, hamas describes a plaintiff who will stop at nothing to destroy the defendant.7
And it is the Lord, in His sovereignty, who alone is able to overcome human hamas.8
This violence, oppression, and harsh treatment can of course also be carried out by a woman, but in Scripture it is most often used to describe a man.9 In Psalm 18’s parallel song found in 2 Samuel 22, for example, the word “man” (’ish) is described as “violent man/men.”10
A few examples of other uses of hamas in the Old Testament are:
• “Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence” (Gen. 6:11).
• “The Lord tests the righteous, but his soul hates the wicked and the one who loves violence” (Ps. 11:5).
• “He has pity on the weak and the needy, and saves the lives of the needy. From oppression and violence he redeems their life, and precious is their blood in his sight” (Ps. 73:13–14).
• “Do not envy a man of violence and do not choose any of his ways” (Prov. 3:31).
• “Violence shall no more be heard in your land, devastation or destruction within your borders; you shall call your walls Salvation, and your gates Praise” (Isa. 60:18).
• “Egypt shall become a desolation and Edom a desolate wilderness, for the violence done to the people of Judah, because they have shed innocent blood in their land” (Joel 4:19).
• “Her prophets are fickle, treacherous men; her priests profane what is holy; they do violence to the law” (Zeph. 3:4).
The song found in Psalm 18 and 2 Samuel 22 represent the mortal danger of this violence vividly. David’s enemies threaten to overwhelm him. Cords of death threaten to entangle him, and the torrents of the river assailed him (Ps. 18:4). Psalm 18:5–6 depicts this danger as “the picture of death and Sheol as all-engulfing water, and as an inescapable hunter whose traps and nets are ever ready.”11 Violence threatened to take David’s life, and in distress he called to God (Ps. 18:6). This describes well the experience of many domestic violence victims of being overwhelmed and feeling like they are suffocating. And the next part of David’s song gives us hope for rescue.
SAVED
Saved—this phrase is a good summary of David’s whole experience with God as laid out in the psalm, where God is referred to as “deliverer,” “fortress,” “rock,” “refuge,” “shield,” “horn of my salvation,” “stronghold,” and “savior.” He “bows the heavens” and comes down, saving David from the “waves of death” and “torrents of destruction.”
The word for “save, deliver” is used often in the Old Testament, and its noun form, “salvation,” echoes the names “Joshua” in the Old Testament and “Jesus” in the New Testament, both of which mean “Yahweh is salvation.” The idea of God saving is so centerpiece to His nature that it is part of His very name. And throughout the Bible, we see this threaded throughout the entire history of redemption in both the story of Israel and the coming of Jesus for His people.
This word—“saved”—is an important word in David’s song. “Saved” and its synonym “delivered” occur 14 times in this song. Eugene Peterson, the mind behind the popular contemporary The Message Bible, explains:
“Deliver” and “save” deeply root David’s prayer in God’s gracious action. It is common to suppose that first we pray and then God acts; the sequence is reversed here: God acts and then David prays. Both sequences are possible, but this one deserves more prominence than we often give it.12
In Psalm 18:1–3, commentator Joyce Baldwin also notes of the God David encounters here that “A torrent of metaphors proclaims to the world that David has found his God to be a rock of ages, utterly dependable in all kinds of dangerous situations … [and] is, infinitely resourceful in delivering all kinds of dangerous situations, infinitely resourceful in delivering his servant from death.”13 These verses celebrate the reliability of God as a deliverer. In Psalm 18:1 this affirmation is preceded by the confession, “I love thee, O Lord, my strength.” The relationship between the psalmist and God is one that is based on love. It is an active relation in life based on full trust and total surrender to God (Deut. 6:5; 10:12; Josh. 22:5).
In these verses, as Pastor Gnana Robinson writes, “… The psalmist experiences the reliability of God which he expresses by the use of the images of ‘rock,’ ‘fortress,’ and ‘stronghold.’ ‘Shield’ is the symbol of defense and protection; the psalmist finds his protection in the Lord.”14
It was out of this deep trust in the deliverance of the Lord that David called “upon the Lord” and was saved from his enemies (Ps. 18:3). However, a loving relationship to God does not make one immune to troubles in this world. Troubles are part of this sinful world—but in the face of troubles, those who suffer find immediate access to the God of love from whom deliverance comes.
In the next few verses, in Psalm 18:7–8 and 2 Samuel 2:8–9, the images shift quickly. These verses speak of God responding to David’s danger as if He were an angry dragon. Next God’s coming is pictured as a raging thunderstorm or earthquake.
David portrays his rescue (Ps. 18:16–19; 2 Sam. 22:17–20) as if his enemies were swirling waters about to drown him, from which God plucked him and set him on a “broad place,” ground that is high and dry. The Hebrew for “broad place” is the opposite of an expression for being “greatly distressed.”
Clearly, the rescue has begun.
BECAUSE HE DELIGHTED IN ME
One of the most comforting and powerful lines in the song is Psalm 18:19 and 2 Samuel 22:20: “He brought me out in a broad place; he rescued me, because he delighted in me.” The idea of God “delighting” in people is found in a few places in the Bible and refers to God’s acceptance. Psalm 149:9 says “The Lord takes pleasure in his people.” “Takes pleasure” literally means “accepts” and alludes to God’s acceptance of propitiation offerings, which is based on the Day of Atonement sacrifices described in Leviticus 16. It is a perfect picture of our relationship to God through Christ. We are accepted because God accepted Christ’s sacrifice in our place on our behalf.
Being a member of His people establishes your identity and worth. As Zechariah 2:8 says, “Whoever touches you touches the apple of his eye.” “Touching” refers to “harmfully touching” or “plundering” God’s elect people. This passage says it is tantamount to injuring God. “Apple of his eye” is a remarkable expression, representing one of the most important and vulnerable parts of the body. To strike a blow at God’s people is to strike at God—wounding Him in a most sensitive area. “Apple of his eye” describes something precious, easily injured, and demanding protection. And to God, you are nothing short of precious—you are one He longs to protect.
DELIVER US FROM EVIL
Threatened by malicious enemies throughout his lifetime, David saw deliverance by God over and over again. This was a God who lived up to His name. He proved Himself—over and over—to be the upright judge who administered justice when and where it was due. Such justice, however, did not always arrive on command. David’s cry of terror in the first part of the song bears this out, as does his prolonged years of fleeing from Saul, his oppressor.
What we see illustrated in the life of David—and poetically described in this song—is the ongoing theme of trials. In the midst of the trial, when David thought he could no longer hold out against the “river,” God came to his rescue as the divine mediator of justice. This pattern defined David’s life, which is why this song concludes David’s story (Ps. 18 and 2 Sam. 22). 15
Salvation from violence (or, in the case of hamas) describes God’s vindication of the innocent in the face of malicious accusers or oppressors. This oppression or accusation comes in various forms throughout the course of the Scriptures—some petty and seemingly inconsequential (Prov. 16:29). However, in those instances where hamas provokes God’s response, it always revolves around His particular plan for His particular people.
When malicious individuals threatened David, God intervened and distributed justice. He preserved David through the trial and eventually brought the violent men to justice.
This pattern repeats throughout the history of God’s people. God’s redemptive plan for the world moves forward through Israel, and any time God’s people were threatened while following that plan, God stepped in. Often in Scripture, individuals or groups of faithful followers had to endure long periods of suffering at the hands of violent and malicious men. Yet God preserved those who remained faithful and brought them justice.
As the redemptive plan of God moved toward the New Testament, the pattern shifted ever so slightly. When Jesus, the great King Himself, set foot on the earth, He too suffered violence. Given the explicit task of advancing God’s redemptive program, Jesus was rejected by the people He came to rule. Despite their malicious attitudes and violence toward Him, He endured the insult, subterfuge, and outright attacks to advance the goals of God. The violence of the rebelling people culminated in the crucifixion, where the one who claimed to be King seemed to lose His claim to the throne of David, His ancestor.
Jesus is no stranger to suffering. And it is the hope of His resurrection that gives us the means by which to endure our own trials. Someday, the suffering will end (Rom. 8). And someday, the King will stand at the finish line offering vindication and renewal. In the meantime, this truth can give us hope.
GOD’S INTERVENTION
Psalm 18 focuses on God’s power to intervene. The speaker can only cry; all the action is by God. It is important to note that nowhere in David’s story did the Lord come swooping to his aid, riding on an angel (Ps. 18:10). Storms (Ps. 18:11–14) were sent to deliver others (Josh. 10:11) but not in David’s story; God’s wind (Ps. 18:15) carved a path through the Red Sea (Ex. 14:21; 15:10), but no such incident is recorded for David. David was delivered by different means: a Philistine raid (1 Sam. 23:26f), the wildness of the terrain (1 Sam. 24:1–3), impressionable conscience (1 Sam. 24; 26), and even by his own fleeing of danger (1 Sam. 27:1).
But this seeming contrast between the terms of this psalm and the terms of David’s story is in fact the whole point. When David looked back from the vantage point of deliverance, he tells his story through the lens of God’s deliverance of His people in Exodus from the oppression and slavery of the pharaoh.
One scholar explains that David knew deliverance could only have been done by the Lord of Sinai (Ps. 18:7–8) acting in holiness; by the Lord of the judgments on Egypt (Ps. 18:19–12) acting in judgment; and by the Lord of the Red Sea (Ps. 18:15) acting in deliverance. Behind all David’s circumstances, David saw the supernatural working of God. So he took refuge in the cave of Adullam (1 Sam. 22:1) and the rocks of the wild goats (1 Sam. 24:2), but in hindsight he saw that it was always the Lord who was his rock and refuge (2 Sam. 22:3, 47).
We wrote on this passage not to give you false hope that you will experience a miraculous deliverance, that your circumstances will change quickly, or that your abuser will suddenly change. We believe and hope that all these things are possible, but unfortunately, they are not likely. We don’t want to communicate that the only response to what you are experiencing is to cry out to God and wait for a miracle. While God has and does work in extraordinary means like miracles, He also uses ordinary means to achieve His purposes as He did with David. There is nothing less faithful about crying out to God while also seeking safety, peace, and healing. In fact, David shows us this is a very faithful way to act.
Our hope is that victims, like David, will cry out to God and experience deliverance. We also want you to know and be comforted by the reality that God knows, see, hears, and cares about your suffering. Additionally, God wants you to be safe, healed, and at peace even more than you do. Perhaps knowing this will also encourage you to take steps in this direction.
COMFORT FOR THE AFFLICTED
The theme of God’s rescue is echoed all throughout Scripture. God rescued the Israelites from Egypt. He rescued David from his oppressors. And He rescues us from the hand of Satan and the present evil age (Gal. 1:4) through Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.
Why does God do this for us? Because He delights in us (Ps. 18:19; 2 Sam. 22:20). The language of righteousness and blameless is important here. God saves David according to his righteousness, though of course David was not perfect—just as we are not perfect. What makes the difference is that David still sought God, and so can we. Furthermore, on this side of the cross we have the benefit of knowing and receiving the true righteousness of Christ, which is perfect. The revelation of the cross gives us even more reason to hope in our righteousness, which is really Christ’s righteousness that has been attributed or imputed to us. We should not let our own sin and failures blind us to the righteousness we have, which comes from Christ alone. We can know and trust that we are God’s beloved, clean and pure in His sight. God is a rock and refuge and though His presence feels hidden at times, He nevertheless delights in His children, promising deliverance to them as they wait for His coming rescue.
The phrases “I am saved from my enemies” and “you save me from violence” are filled with honesty and hope. Given the meaning of this song and the principle developed throughout the Scriptures and in Jesus’ life, we can make the following applications:
1. The abused person can find hope in the King. The promise of resurrection, renewal, and final vindication that comes with the return of our King gives the abused person this incredible hope for healing.
2. Abuse is neither the fault of the suffering individual, nor the fault of God. Malicious violence (whether physical, verbal, or legal) comes at the hand of wicked men and women. They alone carry the guilt, and they alone will suffer judgment.
3. The suffering may not fully end until the King renews all things. There can be healing, but the scars of our suffering will only completely disappear when the King returns.
4. The King does not abandon His people when they suffer. Just as God protected and defended David throughout his experience, so too may the abused person count on the presence of their Savior. Jesus went through it, and He shares in the pain and the grief (Heb. 5:7–8).
The phrases “I am saved from my enemies” and “you save me from violence” contain the powerful hope that God can and will redeem His people from malicious oppression. This stands for the ancient psalmist, and it stands for you too.
However, the ultimate vindication and healing that God promises lies on the other side of the resurrection. Until that day, the people of God can know that He stands with them through the suffering and the pain. He has not forgotten you. Complete deliverance will come—complete renewal will come—when the King returns. That is where we put our hope. Until then, know that God wants you to be safe, healed, and at peace. In addition to the future hope and healing for which we trust, there is hope and healing that is for right now.
Will God Remain Faithful?: Psalm 22
Have you ever wondered—or even demanded—to know that God is really there? That He truly sees you in your distress?
If so, you’re in good company. Psalm 22 contains some of the most heart-wrenching cries to God recorded in all of the Psalms, and they come from the man God Himself called a man after His own heart (1 Sam. 13:14).
In Psalm 22, God Himself is on trial and David asks, “Will God remain faithful?” This is the plea of a believer who wonders where God is. It is a psalm in which the psalmist, in the throes of injustice, wonders if God Himself will be faithful to His promise.
This is a psalm in three movements. The first movement is written with the dark, minor notes of pain, bewilderment, and betrayal. The second movement is written in the bright, major chords of rejoicing and freedom. Finally, the third movement is composed of both the deep, sundering bass notes of God’s power and the high ring of celestial praise. The song—intended to be sung on the Sabbath—is a reminder. Like most psalmic worship, David’s goal was to weekly remember God’s faithfulness to His covenant promises and to reassure others that God’s faithfulness was completely trustworthy. Let’s listen.
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning?
O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer,
and by night, but I find no rest.
Yet you are holy,
enthroned on the praises of Israel.
In you our fathers trusted;
they trusted, and you delivered them.
To you they cried and were rescued;
in you they trusted and were not put to shame.
But I am a worm and not a man,
scorned by mankind and despised by the people.
All who see me mock me;
they make mouths at me; they wag their heads;
“He trusts in the LORD; let him deliver him;
let him rescue him, for he delights in him!”
Yet you are he who took me from the womb;
you made me trust you at my mother’s breasts.
On you was I cast from my birth,
and from my mother’s womb you have been my God.
Be not far from me,
for trouble is near,
and there is none to help.
Many bulls encompass me;
strong bulls of Bashan surround me;
they open wide their mouths at me,
like a ravening and roaring lion.
I am poured out like water,
and all my bones are out of joint;
my heart is like wax;
it is melted within my breast;
my strength is dried up like a potsherd,
and my tongue sticks to my jaws;
you lay me in the dust of death.
For dogs encompass me;
a company of evildoers encircles me;
they have pierced my hands and feet—
I can count all my bones—
they stare and gloat over me;
they divide my garments among them,
and for my clothing they cast lots.
But you, O LORD, do not be far off!
O you my help, come quickly to my aid!
Deliver my soul from the sword,
my precious life from the power of the dog!
Save me from the mouth of the lion!
You have rescued me from the horns of the wild oxen!
I will tell of your name to my brothers;
in the midst of the congregation I will praise you:
You who fear the LORD, praise him!
All you offspring of Jacob, glorify him,
and stand in awe of him, all you offspring of Israel!
For he has not despised or abhorred
the affliction of the afflicted,
and he has not hidden his face from him,
but has heard, when he cried to him.
From you comes my praise in the great congregation;
my vows I will perform before those who fear him.
The afflicted shall eat and be satisfied;
those who seek him shall praise the LORD!
May your hearts live forever!
All the ends of the earth shall remember
and turn to the LORD,
and all the families of the nations
shall worship before you.
For kingship belongs to the LORD,
and he rules over the nations.
All the prosperous of the earth eat and worship;
before him shall bow all who go down to the dust,
even the one who could not keep himself alive.
Posterity shall serve him;
it shall be told of the Lord to the coming generation;
They shall come and proclaim his righteousness to a people
yet unborn,
that he has done it.
CONFLICT: IS GOD FAITHFUL? (PS. 22:1–18)
David most likely composed this psalm while on the run from Saul, so the psalm begins in a very dark place. He had been promised the throne of Israel and the protection of God, yet he had spent the last few years of his life on the run as a fugitive. So David, expressing the very cry of Jesus on the cross, addresses God: “Why have you forsaken me?”1
To David, it truly seemed like God had forsaken him and forgotten His promise. David’s trouble never seemed to end. And it seemed that God had stopped paying attention.
Yet this situation, David cries, is out of character with God. His holiness and glory have not been jeopardized but are still upheld by Israel. So He cannot have lost His power, David reasons. In fact, when the people of Israel cried out to God, they were rescued and not put to shame. They trusted in God and He answered their cries. So David’s next question is, “Why, if you redeemed Israel out of Egypt and her slavery, have you forgotten me?” Over the next few verses, David compares his situation and character to that of Israel. In verses 6–8, he describes his reality: he is despised by his own people, while Israel was only despised by foreigners. In fact, even the people mocking him realize the conflict—they mock him because they believe God will never rescue him. And David would like to prove them wrong.
David’s frustration mounts in verses 9–11. If God is faithful to His promises to those who are obedient, David has more claim than anyone. As David poetically describes, he was God’s from birth. If there is anyone who has a right to call on God’s faithfulness, it is David. At this point, God is without an excuse and David’s question is simply, “What gives?” The psalm then relays David’s resignation in vivid imagery: he is “poured out like water,” even starving to death. David has nothing left to hold out for. His enemies surround him like lions and dogs. The wealth he had before becoming an outcast is divided up among his enemies.2
This movement concludes with the final cry of a dying man pleading for God to deliver. David has made his argument and can do no more. He must now wait on God’s answer.
This movement should be the heart cry of every believer in the pit of suffering. There is nothing wrong with the tension of asking “Will God be faithful?” Often this question drives believers to worship and anticipates the future action of God. It is part of worship. However, worshipers find hope when they remember the past actions of God.
RESOLUTION: GOD IS FAITHFUL (PS. 22:19–26)
Just when it seems that God has truly gone silent, David’s tone changes. In verse 21, his plea—“deliver my soul from the sword”—takes a sharp turn into rejoicing, “You have rescued me.” There is no comment as to whether or not David received the redemption for which he longed, but he does here express confidence that God will be faithful to His word. The deliverance found here in verses 19–21 form the foundation for David’s praise. It shows us that praise to God for deliverance is not a private act but a communal one. This song, sung among the assembled people on Sabbath, recounts the actions of God in David’s life to the people of Israel. The song’s praise to God for His intervention reminds the nation of God’s acts on the whole nation’s behalf. Just as David was redeemed, so was Israel. Just as David has a reason to praise God, so does the congregation. And now, centuries later, these promises stand just as true for you today.
The conclusion to this movement is rather simple despite the terror of the previous movement. The afflicted can trust God for deliverance (verses 24, 26), and this deliverance should prompt obedience. Just as God was faithful to His promise, David promises faithfulness to his own promise (verse 25). Worship, then, is the beginning of obedience.
The next movement concludes the psalm with a thunderous crescendo.
Take a moment to read again verses 27–31 above. The song concludes with a movement so profound it makes the suffering recounted in the first verses seem far away and long ago. Here, David envisions the worshiping of God to expand to all the nations of the world. These nations will remember the actions of God—demonstrated in the lives of the people of Israel and her king—and turn to Him in worship. God is truly King over the whole earth and rightly deserves the worship of all people. Everyone—prosperous or otherwise—will serve Him.
Just as a pebble tossed into a lake spreads ripples over the whole lake, a person who experiences God’s redemption and praises Him sets off a reaction. The people of God take up the chorus and praise God along with the redeemed, for they too were redeemed. When all the people of God are doing this, they are a witness to God’s redemption and an example for the world.
The people of God stand as a powerful witness to the world when worshiping Him for His faithfulness and redemption. Just as Jesus suffered and felt the abandonment of God, yet experienced deliverance to the heights of glory, so Christians can praise God and trust Him for deliverance as they face suffering.
PSALM 22 AND JESUS’ SUFFERING
Social justice advocate Marie Fortune writes,
A religious person who is victimized by rape, battering, or child sexual abuse frequently faces the questions, Why do I suffer in this way? and, Where is God in my suffering? These profound theological questions cannot be answered simply with platitudes and then dismissed. The question of why there is suffering at all is one of classic theological debate, that is, the question of theodicy, to which there is no completely satisfactory answer. Human suffering in the midst of a world created by a compassionate and loving God is a dimension of human experience which is most disturbing and disquieting.3
These are not easy questions, as you know. And Fortune is right—platitudes cannot satisfy them. But comfort can be found in the knowledge that you are not the only one to ask these questions. If you find yourself identifying with David in his pleas to God, you are not alone. So did Jesus. In fact, it was during His crucifixion that Jesus quoted Psalm 22 in reference to His own suffering.
Certainly, easy answers and platitudes cannot speak to the answer for the “why” of suffering. But perhaps the cross can. Because whatever pain and suffering you are experiencing right now, Jesus has also faced. He knows intimately the depth of desperation you are feeling.
But this is the crucial difference: He suffered so that you wouldn’t have to.
Perhaps no Christian concept is so thoroughly misapplied toward and by victims of abuse than that of Christ’s suffering. Too often, Christians believe that because Christ suffered, they too must suffer to become like Him. In terms of domestic abuse, victims sometimes believe their submission to abuse is modeled after Christ’s sacrificial love—as a means of making their struggle meaningful. In her mind, how else can she account for her undeserved suffering?4
In response to this, feminist theologian Carol Adams argues that no one can save the abuser from his own violent actions. In fact, as she explains, this attempt at misguided redemption will actually backfire: “Whereas Christ’s suffering may be seen as redemptive, suffering from abusive men does not redeem, indeed it guarantees that the violence will continue.”5
Those suffering abuse are free to name sin for what it is without having to spiritualize their own suffering. If you are being abused, name it for what it truly is. The psalmist tells the truth about his own betrayal and abuse, and so should you.
But I Will Trust in You: Psalm 55
One of the most common laments in Scripture includes prayers to God to protect the writer from enemy harm. And while Psalm 55 follows this literary pattern, it also carries a unique twist—making it especially relevant for sufferers of domestic abuse.
Because here, the enemy posing harm to the psalmist is named as a “companion” and “familiar friend” (verse 13).1 Psalm 55 is a psalm of betrayal by someone close to the writer, which correlates closely to the victim’s experience of intimate partner violence.
Its themes can help provide a way forward for those who have faced this unique pain.
The psychological and emotional effects of domestic violence—such as depressive hopelessness, lack of self-confidence, and damage to the identity—closely match the feelings depicted in Psalm 55.
As you read through the psalm, you will see how the psalmist’s emotions run high. He is desperately afraid and cries continuously to God for help. His distress is particularly sharp because of the betrayal by a person who at one time had been his best friend. At times almost incoherent with despair and rage, the psalmist in the most violent terms prays for the immediate death of his enemies.2 Yet the psalm is also hopeful—even amid despair, David turns to God in trust, knowing that it is He who fights for him and who sees all injustice and promises to right all wrongs in His own time.
Take a few moments to read and see for yourself.
PSALM 55
Give ear to my prayer, O God,
and hide not yourself from my plea for mercy!
Attend to me, and answer me;
I am restless in my complaint and I moan,
because of the noise of the enemy,
because of the oppression of the wicked.
For they drop trouble upon me,
and in anger they bear a grudge against me.
My heart is in anguish within me;
the terrors of death have fallen upon me.
Fear and trembling come upon me,
and horror overwhelms me.
And I say, “Oh, that I had wings like a dove!
I would fly away and be at rest;
yes, I would wander far away;
I would lodge in the wilderness; Selah
I would hurry to find a shelter
from the raging wind and tempest.”
Destroy, O Lord, divide their tongues;
for I see violence and strife in the city.
Day and night they go around it
on its walls,
and iniquity and trouble are within it;
ruin is in its midst;
oppression and fraud
do not depart from its marketplace.
For it is not an enemy who taunts me—
then I could bear it;
it is not an adversary who deals insolently with me—
then I could hide from him.
But it is you, a man, my equal,
my companion, my familiar friend.
We used to take sweet counsel together;
within God’s house we walked in the throng.
Let death steal over them;
let them go down to Sheol alive;
for evil is in their dwelling place and in their heart.
But I call to God,
and the LORD will save me.
Evening and morning and at noon
I utter my complaint and moan,
and he hears my voice.
He redeems my soul in safety
from the battle that I wage,
for many are arrayed against me.
God will give ear and humble them,
he who is enthroned from of old, Selah
because they do not change
and do not fear God.
My companion stretched out his hand against his friends;
he violated his covenant.
His speech was smooth as butter,
yet war was in his heart;
his words were softer than oil,
yet they were drawn swords.
Cast your burden on the LORD,
and he will sustain you;
he will never permit
the righteous to be moved.
But you, O God, will cast them down
into the pit of destruction;
men of blood and treachery
shall not live out half their days.
But I will trust in you.
Derek Kidner breaks up the psalm in the following way, which will be the template followed in this chapter:
The intolerable strain (verses 1–3)
The urge to escape (verses 4–8)
The forces of anarchy (verses 9–11)
The false friend (verses 12–15)
The God who hears (verses 16–19)
The smooth talker (verses 20–21)
The long view (verses 22–23)3
THE INTOLERABLE STRAIN: VERSES 1–3 (“HEAR MY PRAYER”)
The prayer is earnest, and its occasion desperate. The enemy is said to “drop trouble upon me”—as if they were throwing stones—because “they bear a grudge against me.” As usual in the Psalms, these are not simply people who dislike the psalmist; they are enemies of true piety, who will even take violent measures to ruin the godly and stamp out true faith (verses 3, 9–11, 21, 23).
This first section begins with a plea to God not to hide Himself. This expression, Kidner notes, echoes the law of Deuteronomy 22:1–4, “by using this very expression to forbid the ignoring of a neighbor’s predicament, however inconvenient the moment. So the allusion makes David’s prayer an appeal to God’s self-consistency as well as to His mercy.”4 As the Israelite was to help his brother when he was in need, David appeals to God to “hide not yourself” in his own time of need.
“Attend to me” is a rather old-fashioned form of English, meaning simply to listen or pay attention. When the psalmist asks God to “answer” him, this does not mean an answer in response to a question. But rather it refers to an answer in terms of action on behalf of the distressed—because things are only getting worse.
John Goldingay, an Episcopal priest who writes on the Old Testament, summarizes these verses well: “Friends are people who would want to keep harm firmly away from us, but these are people who push it to the edge of the roof so that it falls down on us as we stand below.”5
In other words, this “friend” is treating the psalmist in the exact opposite way one would expect treatment from a friend—a deep betrayal indeed.
THE URGE TO ESCAPE: VERSES 4–8 (“I AM DESPERATE”)
This section describes more fully the earnestness of the singer: “in anguish,” “terrors of death,” “fear,” “trembling,” and “horror” are all used to describe his situation. If he could “fly”—the “dove” is probably a symbol of both innocence and swiftness—he would take refuge “in the wilderness” away from the “raging” in the city where his enemies plot against him.
Verses 4–8 provide consolation that we are not alone in our pain and our desire to flee from trouble. And you are not alone in seeking refuge from the abuse and violence within your home.
THE FORCES OF ANARCHY: VERSES 9–11 (“DESTROY THOSE WHO BRING SUCH RUIN”)
In these verses, we find that “in the city all kinds of party passions have broken loose; even his bosom friend has taken a part in this hostile rising.”6 Furthermore, “while any good citizen is distressed at social breakdown, David as king is directly challenged.” As such, David prays for God to remember His dealings with other sinful cities. Again, David shows us how to pray by appealing to God’s sense of justice and how He has dealt with evil in the past.
This picture of the city is the opposite of its true function—that of protection. German theologian Ulrike Bail explains, “The city, to which the connotations ‘protection and safety’ should be attributed, no longer offers a place of refuge; instead, it has become profoundly unsafe.”7 The same could be said about friendship and intimate relationships. They are to be places of compassion, care, and love—not threat, harm, and violence.
This is why David’s desire to flee is so striking. The psalmist wants to escape from the enclosed space of violence—which should have been a place for refuge—and flee to the desert, which was commonly understood as a place of danger and even death.8
Just as the city is intended to be a safe, life-giving place of refuge, so are human relationships—although both can be distorted. Both, as anyone in an abusive relationship knows, can be turned into a place of hopelessness. But hope can be found in surprising places.
To David, that surprising place is the desert. The desert becomes the place of refuge where violence no longer threatens. As one commentator notes, “The desert offers asylum to outcast and refugees. Hagar, Moses, David, Elijah, and others fled into the desert. Here they were met by God or by God’s messengers who gave them nourishment, strengthened and protected them.”9
Here in the desert, the psalmist prays for deliverance and for the thwarting of the wicked schemes of the enemies. The singer would prefer that the enemies repent of their evil; but here seems to expect that they will not (Ps. 55:19).
THE FALSE FRIEND: VERSES 12–15 (“I AM BETRAYED BY MY OWN FRIEND”)
In this section, the pain sharpens: it is not a nameless “adversary” who is seeking to harm the pious singer but “my companion, my familiar friend.” The psalmist now speaks of a former friend who has betrayed him. The worst thing about the psalmist’s situation is that he is being reviled and mocked by one who used to be an “equal, a companion, a familiar friend.” This evokes closeness, trust, and shared experience. The betrayal stings so much because the perpetrator was in a close relationship of trust with the victim. The evil perpetrated was an abuse of this closeness.10
The perpetrator is what many have called “the false friend.”11 We don’t know specifically which individual David is referring to here, but we do know that David knew about betrayal. He was betrayed by his son Absalom (2 Sam. 15:1–12; 16:15–23) and by his counselor Ahithophel (2 Sam. 15:12; 16:15–23).12 Additionally, David may have provided this psalm for God’s people to sing under this kind of duress, without being strictly autobiographical.
In verse 15, the psalmist now prays that sudden death come upon his enemies. The psalmist wants them to die at once—before their appointed time.
In verse 15, David suddenly switches from the singular “enemy” to plural “enemies.” This may reflect that the friend-turned-enemy was the leader of a group who likewise turned against David, or as one commentator notes, that the “repetition of the various synonyms for ‘friend’ expresses the severity of the accusation of the treacherous companion.”13
The idea of going down “to Sheol alive” conjures up an image of being suddenly swallowed alive by the earth—in what would have to be an act of God.
This is a striking image, so let’s consider it deeper. Praying for the perpetrator’s death reflects an attempt to resist and break the perpetrator’s power. The suffering is so intense that only death seems appropriate for bringing an end to the violence, because only through death is reality reversed.14 Praying for death, in this way, is an expression of the depth of the victim’s despair and sense of powerlessness. From David’s perspective, it seems that only the perpetrator’s death can bring an end to the violence. However, despite his intense feelings on the subject, David gives the matter over to God. He trusts God to act and deal with the perpetrator Himself.
This prayer is a request to God that the dominant discourse of violence be perverted, interrupted, made powerless, and demolished.
What does this difficult passage mean for you in your situation? First, it certainly does not mean that your abuser’s death is the only way to end the violence. But David’s prayer does show us how to appeal to God in our distress: to ask Him to deal justly with the perpetrator of our injustice.
THE GOD WHO HEARS: VERSES 16–19 (“I CALL TO GOD AND TRUST HE WILL HEAR ME”)
Verse 16 signals a pivotal moment in the psalmist’s distress: “In driving God’s servant to prayer the enemy has already overreached himself; a fact worth remembering in such a situation. It is the turning point of the psalm.”15
Verse 18 declares an incredible hope: “He redeems.” Here, we catch a glimpse of David appealing to God’s rescuing nature. “Redeem” generally conveys the idea of rescue and protection, especially when its object is Israel (Pss. 44:26; 111:9; 130:7–8) or a faithful worshiper (Pss. 34:22; 55:18; 71:23).
David’s prayers at “evening and morning and noon” indicate the regular hours of Hebrew prayer, indicating David’s faithfulness even in the midst of his oppression.
These verses highlight the need to call to God for help in the midst of this kind of pain and betrayal. In our most raw and wounded state, this might not be possible. And then, we simply need to be honest and lament our suffering before God, as David did. But eventually, if we are to continue forward with God, there comes a time when a ray of light breaks in that allows us to surrender our hearts to the only one who can help. It is often at this point that hope begins to dawn more fully, as our prayers mysteriously work with the purpose of God to bring about our deliverance—even while we wait in patience and endurance.
THE SMOOTH TALKER: VERSES 20–21 (“MY TREACHEROUS FRIEND”)
This section returns to describing a painful betrayal as the psalmist refers again to his former friend. This is not simply a friend who has let another down; he has planned destruction of those who had trusted him all along. In fact, he had entered the friendship “covenant” all the while disguising his evil intent. The reference to this covenant signifies that this was no casual friendship—this was a relationship to which both parties had made solemn pledges.
The violence perpetrated is both physical (verse 20) and verbal (verse 21). The focus of verse 20 turns back again to the betrayer who “attacked”—or, sent out his hand against—his friends, literally “those who were at peace with him” or “those who have a covenant with him.” The severity of the treachery is seen in the fact that, as Goldingay writes, “it broke specific pledges; it stabbed sworn allies in the back, not merely companions. The sacredness of a covenant comes out in the word for violated, which means profaning something holy. God would have been invoked as witness to such a bond.”16
For this reason, the psalmist accuses his former friend of hypocrisy in verse 21. He says the former friend’s words were “smooth as butter”—connoting also images of healing oil as applied to a wound. But those words soon turned out to be verbally abusive. David comes to the sickening realization here that language has extraordinary power —a power that can bring death in the same way as weapons.
THE LONG VIEW: VERSES 22–23 (“CAST YOUR BURDEN ON THE LORD”)
The singer addresses each of his fellow singers and then God Himself. “Cast your burden on the Lord” can also be translated “Leave your trouble with the Lord,” “Give the Lord your troubles,” and “Put on the Lord your troubles.” Other ways of capturing this idea are “The Lord will be troubled for you” or “The Lord will have worries in your place.” However translated, these words carry powerful comfort for us in dark times.
The reason the faithful can “cast” their “burden on the Lord” is that He can be trusted to bring judgment upon the evildoers. The Psalms do not say when God will “cast them down,” but the faithful will wait for God’s own good timing.
Finally, in the closing verses of this psalm, we see the singer’s confidence that God will answer his prayer.
One scholar writes on verse 23:
The psalm closes … with the petitioner’s reaction to the activity of foes and friend: an intensive plea to God to bring both friend and foe to death. From a feminist point of view a special closeness to women’s experience can be detected: The experience of violence to which the petitioner is exposed is one of absolute powerlessness. From this perspective of powerlessness, it appears that only the death of her attacker can bring an end to the violence.17
We are not encouraging you to pray for the death of your abuser. We are encouraging you, like David, to entrust judgment of your abuser to God alone. Maybe you relate to the intensity of David’s fear and pain after being betrayed and harmed by a close companion. If anything, the psalmist’s honesty should encourage those who have been abused to be honest with God in the same way. God knows. He sees. And He will bring justice, as He sees fit. That is what we can take away from this psalm.
Commentators highlight the connection of “cast your burden on the LORD” (verse 22) with 1 Peter 5:7, “Cast all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you.” The language is very similar. Thus, while there may be a place for calling for justice of those who violently wrong us, we must still leave vengeance to the Lord (Rom. 12:19). David never forgets “that this is of God’s appointment, whose world this is … What counts is that God has the whole matter in hand, and that David’s choice has been made.”18 He will trust the Lord, even as he longs for and calls out for justice.
And in the meantime, God “sustains” those who wait on Him. He offers support and provides for one’s needs. Acknowledging this, David is able to close this psalm with the final resounding phrase: “But I will trust in you.”
I WILL TRUST IN YOU
No doubt your situation looks different than David’s in this psalm; however, we have much to learn from David’s prayers to God in the midst of this crisis. According to scholar John Goldingay, Psalm 55 encourages those suffering …
• To throw onto God what God or other people throw onto us.
• To do this on behalf of churches in other parts of the world if we do not experience such attacks, as we enter into the trouble and harassment that they experience.
• To be open to God with the inner turmoil of our hearts and the outer turmoil that causes this.
• To be open with God about our longing to be away to the safety of some other place where we would not be subject to such experiences.
• To urge God to act directly to frustrate the plans of people who attack us.
• To draw God’s attention to ways in which such malice characterizes the places where we live.
• To grieve before God at the way people who were members of our communities or our churches are the people who are now attacking us.
• To ask for God to deal justly with our attackers rather than taking matters into our own hands.
• To trust God to act justly on our behalf and to protect us.19
In the end, this psalm provides a very helpful expression of emotion and lament for anyone facing suffering, but especially those who have been harmed by someone who used to be a friend and trusted companion. David’s emotions are deep and real. He is violently oppressed and he laments this fully, while expressing his aching hope for justice to be done to his enemy. He also calls out to God as the only one who really sees what is happening, asking Him to “hide not” and respond to rather than overlook this extreme injustice.
All this would be very applicable to someone experiencing physical abuse in a relationship. One commentator writes how this psalm may especially resonate with the experience of women who have suffered violence,
which takes its most radical and painful form in rape, fundamentally not a sexual act but an act of violence that seeks to break and put down. As was the case with Tamar, this often involves someone the woman knows well, even someone within the family, and it often robs the woman of her speech (2 Sam. 13:20). The psalm can thus give her speech back. … This potential extends also to women subjected to other forms of sexual abuse, whom the psalm might help to express their pain and anger and to reach out to God for justice and healing.20
The injustice that has happened in this psalm is real, not imagined. This must be acknowledged and allowed to have full expression to move forward in a way that is appropriate and healthy.
And because the suffering is real, the perpetrator must be held accountable for this kind of violation. God has promised not to hide Himself forever. He sees it and will address it. But the psalm also shows that this may not happen the way we would like or expect, therefore our hope is always in God and His timing. He promises faithfulness as we trust and wait for Him.
The psalm begins with a despairing cry and ends with a statement of trust. The desperate singer, by the end of the psalm, turns his gaze away from the violence to look to God for a future ahead that does not end in suffering. This movement, from despair to trust, is encouraging and hopeful. The end of the psalm—“But I will trust in you”—is not a humiliating declaration of defeat at the hands of violence; rather, it is the discovery of an identity found in God—who is on the side of those suffering violence. Likewise, it is the letting go of an identity formed according to the violence perpetrated against him. Bail writes, “The ability to locate oneself in language, despite absolute powerlessness, can have a liberating effect, for it allows the silence about violence to be brought to an end so that the end of violence can begin.”21
“But I will trust in you” is a call to God as an advocate of the afflicted, as their deliverer and refuge, and in so doing the afflicted gain strength to resist and are given back the identity that violence has stolen from them. The hope of finding a place of safety, hinted at in verses 4–8, is fulfilled and real as God is on the side of the victim and refuge for them. This trust in God is what makes it possible to name the action, to accuse perpetrators, and to hope for an end to the violence.
If there is anything you take away from this book, we hope this is it: God knows and sees you in your experience of violence and abuse, He loves you through it all, and He greatly desires your safety and protection.
God has not forgotten you. He grieves with you. And we hope that knowing this will embolden you to be honest with both Him and others, and know that it is courageous—not shameful—to reach out for support.
Like David in these psalms, we hope you will not be silent or passive but express your emotions freely, cry, and grieve the pain and fear you have experienced. God has compassion for the victims of injustice, and at the root of His compassion is the fact that He witnesses the suffering of the abused. He sees your suffering, grieves with you in it, and longs for you to find freedom from it.
Affliction does not mean that God has forsaken His people. Rather, the constant biblical evidence is that God is on the move in response to prayers for deliverance. Not only that, but He equips us to move ourselves. The Psalms we have walked through show us that while David prayed to God for deliverance, he also took the necessary measures he needed to get to a safe place away from the violence. David prayed, but he also wisely fled and removed himself from the threat of violence.
While we cannot always observe this deliverance immediately, God will, no doubt, deliver His people. And in the meantime, we can wait actively—taking measures to get ourselves to a safe place where we can pursue the future God has called us to, a future that is hopeful, free, and healed of violence and abuse.
In a world where you have suffered from the one closest to you, the greatest promise we can offer is the assurance of God’s loving and watchful presence. And He will give you the strength you need to do what’s next.
As you discern what your next step is, remember that you have a voice and there are resources available to you. You don’t have to remain silent anymore. Tell a friend, a family member, the authorities, a pastor, or ministry leader. You can find detailed practical ways to do this in appendix 2.
Jesus knows your sufferings. Jesus experienced violence at the hands of His own people. His identity was attacked. He was rejected and betrayed by others. He was abandoned. He was lied about, slandered, and personally attacked. He was humiliated. He was in emotional agony. He was in physical agony. He experienced the worst agony imaginable—not only physically on the cross but also emotionally and spiritually as well. At one point, He even cried out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46).
Jesus endured the cross because of His compassion and love for you. He endured it so that you would be spared. The New Testament repeatedly turns to the cross of Christ as the supreme demonstration of the love of God (1 John 3:6; 4:8, 10). For the woman who feels forsaken by God, the sufferings of Jesus can be a great comfort. It is a comfort that exceeds the sympathy and comfort extended by others who have endured similar experiences. The God who embraces her is One who understands perfectly, grieves deeply, and loves completely.
There is hope. Rather than being simply a desire for a particular outcome that is uncertain, hope is characterized by certainty in the Bible. Hope is sure because God is behind the promise, and He has provided faithfully in the past to His people. The hope you need right now borrows from God’s faithfulness in the past and anticipation of it in the future.
The basis you have for hope is the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Christ’s resurrection is a guarantee of your future resurrection to eternal life. Because of Jesus’ resurrection, all threats against you are tamed if you trust in Christ. Jesus conquered death and evil, so death and evil done to you is not the end of the story and you can have hope. Because of the resurrection, your eyes can be fixed forward on the new creation, something wholly different—and better than broken life in the here and now.
You can also have hope now, not just in the future. Because God’s plan for you is so certain, you can face the worst difficulties, the most terrifying enemies, and the most devastating ordeals with confidence. You do not merely survive your trials; you are sustained in the midst of them because absolutely nothing will be able to separate you from the love of God in Christ.
This all-loving God says to you clearly, it is not your fault. You were made for more than this. And it is His great desire to see you safe, healed, and made whole.
As you claim these truths in your own life and determine your next steps, this is our prayer for you borrowed from the Book of Common Prayer:
Comfort and heal all those who suffer in body, mind, or spirit; give them courage and hope in their trouble, and bring them the joy of your salvation.1
First of all, for those who have helped in many ways, we would like to thank Natalie Collins, Jeffrey Haines, Jordan Buckley, and Matt Johnson for their wisdom in helping us fine-tune this book.
At Moody, we would like to thank Holly Kisly and Stephanie Smith, and the rest of the team who supported the book marvelously.
Much gratitude for our researchers and editors from the Docent Research Group: Robert Velarde, James Gordon, Brad Vermurlen, and Andrew Hassler.
Finally, our sincere thanks go to all the brave victims who have trusted us with their stories of the violence they experienced and the healing they received and are still receiving from God. Your questions, insights, grief, affliction, hope, and healing have shaped every page of the book.
* * *
Now that you have finished, share with your friends! Write a review on Goodreads and other book-sharing sites, Tweet & Facebook your thoughts on the subject, and share your testimony on how this book impacted you at mytestimony@moody.edu.
Thank you,
The Moody Publishers Team
Now that you’ve enjoyed Is It My Fault?, here’s an excerpt from Where Do I Go From Here?
Life has a way of tilting. Jobs are lost. Children leave. Homes foreclose. Spouses die. Everyone experiences the loss of something or someone precious at some point. And more often than not a loss is unexpected, certainly unwanted, and can be our undoing.
Miriam Neff, M.A. in counseling, has experienced loss in many manifestations from her beloved soul mate Bob going home to the Lord to a close family member’s incarceration. Yet, she has learned “that good things are still possible.”
More than a “survival” book, Where Do I Go From Here? raises the bar in life after loss to include love, laughter, and adventure. This is a book about facing forward, not backwards. It is about purposely moving into a bolder and broader future.
Introduction:
Tilt the Kaleidoscope
You’ve lost someone or something precious. That’s why you picked up this book. There’s little comfort in knowing that no human avoids loss in this life. The fact that change happens and rarely is all-positive doesn’t soothe your soul. Your heart cries out that you’re alone, you’re isolated, and no one understands. Your mind struggles to wrap around the unthinkable: This tragedy happens to others, not me! Your soul shrivels and suggests that shrinking and hibernation are options.
I can assure you that we were not intended to embrace loss. Loss of any important relationship; divorce; home foreclosure; bankruptcy; death of your child, your soul-mate sister, or spouse; incarceration, suicide, disability, career implosions—these were not part of our Creator’s original plan.
Yet the instinct of your heart, mind, and soul might be right. Things might get worse. Your loss could be followed by more bad stuff. Japan’s tragic earthquake created a tsunami and was followed by more destruction as power plants overheated and tremors continued to cause more damage. Seldom is loss a single event. Whether in tiny ripples or larger waves, touching relationships and the rhythm of our daily routine, loss impacts our total being. While denial and disbelief might be tempting, those responses don’t calm the real ripples and waves in our season of loss.
We were not intended to embrace loss. Loss was not part of our Creator’s original plan.
Isolation, disbelief, and hibernating may look like your only options with no end in sight. But before you settle in there, take the chance to explore with me in this book some other possibilities.
I cannot tell you I understand your loss because I don’t. My greatest loss, that of losing my soul-mate husband and best friend to a terrible disease, does not allow me to step into your shoes—nor does the reality that someone I loved dearly was incarcerated or that I’m estranged from a relative who never wants to see me again. I have lived my own losses, but I have not lived your loss. No one has. But there are common threads that connect us through the emotions we all share. We’re stronger if we share them. We do share the possibility of the loss taking us further down or the possibility of that loss becoming the catalyst for a new beginning we’d never dreamed of. I’m not exaggerating, my friend. You may not see this now, but sharing what we have in common is vital. I know good new things are possible because I’m living it.
Life is like a kaleidoscope. We point our cylinder toward the light, peer in, and see a beautiful array of glass and stones reflecting beauty, diversity, and contrast. We adjust the lens, and another beautiful, yet different combination of color evolves. Then suddenly the kaleidoscope is thrust to face a black hole. No light means no beautiful display.
When you timidly, maybe fearfully, tilt your kaleidoscope back toward the light, you’ll see a new combination you’ve never seen before, colors you didn’t know existed. Location and contrast create new and unexpected beauty.
May I share just one example from my new life? I traveled the world with my husband, Bob. We didn’t trudge through forty-plus countries—we joyfully trotted. He was helping fledgling broadcasters. I was delighted to be part of the journey. When Bob exited to heaven, I grieved many huge and important losses. One small loss was grieving traveling the world. I had loved it! When I met Bob as a college freshman on Indiana University’s campus, he asked me what I wanted to do after I graduated. I told him, “Travel the world.” I married him at age nineteen and traveled to Chicago. But my dream for world travel eventually happened. But with the loss of Bob, it was over!
My kaleidoscope was pointing into a black hole. As I looked around for help, I came to realize that the resources I needed to exit the black hole of widowhood did not exist. Eventually I realized that I should create resources for the benefit of the next person. Widow Connection, Inc., became a website, a book, a media outlet, and more. We knew we wanted to reach farther, become more global in helping widows. I’d seen young widows in Africa. Their haunting eyes, thin bodies, and stooped shoulders shouted, “Empty!” Yet they bore the weight and responsibility of their dependent children.
The result? I’m traveling again. To Africa! We’re helping those young widows learn the skill of sewing. Every year we’ve begun a new project. And those opportunities may increase! Lest you think I’m living in a dream world, happily-ever-after with a beautiful mission in place of my awesome man, let me give you a glimpse of my first trip.
After a week in Malawi, I traveled alone to Maputo, Mozambique. The plan: to start a sewing project for the widows in the Mukhotweni village. Having communicated the plan, sent money ahead to purchase the machines, and emailed my contact my arrival information, I landed at the hot noon hour with great anticipation.
No one held up a cardboard sign reading “Neff.” No problem, I’d just wait—hour after hour after hour. Developing-world airports are different from the ones Americans are used to. There were no benches, but a crumbling curb outside would do. I had no phone contact numbers, nor an address for where I’d be staying that night. Aggressive young men pressed me, asking to carry my luggage. Taxi drivers urged me to climb in. I don’t speak Portuguese. How do you sign, “I don’t know where I’m going”? One young man wore a white shirt and black trousers, which made him stand out in the crowd. His sign bore the name of a hotel. He approached me politely, speaking some English. I explained my dilemma. We trooped inside to the phone books where he searched for the organization my contact represented. It existed! But no one answered the office phone. Saturday afternoon would soon be Saturday evening. My choices were narrowing.
I know good new things are possible because I’m living it.
I returned to my curbside seat and waited. Finally I asked him what the cost would be for a taxi to that address. Good to know, I thought. Another hour passed. Bob always said my mental computer had no fear chip. Lucky thing! Dusk was approaching, and I was the only woman in sight. The polite young hotel driver finally approached me and explained that it was time for him to go off-duty and I should not stay there alone. He would take me to that address. I scrambled gladly into his taxi.
The adventure did not end there. But I’m here to write about it. Broken machines, outside “plumbing” to be visited in complete blackness of night, a sewing trainer who slept during class, heat in my hut that tempted me to throw off the mosquito net for a bit of moving air—it was a harsh beginning. And yet I treasure the courageous widows I met. For every week I give Africa, Africa takes another chunk of my heart. And this is just one piece of my new beginning.
So, you see, I’m not just trying to wrap words around a theory that might be helpful to you. I’ve lived some losses and can promise you that good things can be ahead. I will not tell you that you can return to the life you had before your loss, or that it will be a smooth road forward. But as I gently tell you, “You can’t have your old life back,” I’ll share how some of us have tilted our kaleidoscope toward the light. The biggest losers can become winners. Yes, we have a void that screams to be filled. Another word for temptation to fill that void is opportunity. And opportunity is the birthplace of innovation.
Clayton Christensen beat heart attack, advanced stage cancer, and stroke—all in three years. And he coined a new phrase: “disruptive innovation.” He was describing business solutions in which new simple technologies and inventions bring down big companies because what the big companies do is no longer needed. He related this to innovations in the health care field. Other examples are cell phones making landline phones unnecessary and scanners replacing Xerox machines. Disruption is not without pain, but disruption is usually necessary for innovation.
The concept has an application to our lives after loss and tragedy. We can discover simpler, unexpected solutions to the new challenges in our lives. The void can be filled with what we might not have imagined before. Our loss has been disruptive, without a doubt. But innovation would never have happened otherwise.
When I was traveling with Bob, we were always met at airports and most of our plans materialized as expected. That did not happen with my first sewing project trip. Some situations were not safe. I imagine that by the time I arrived back in Chicago, my guardian angel (if we have them, and I hope we do) made an appointment with the powers in heaven. I imagine that with tattered, grey feathers, fatigue, and frustration resulting from 24/7 service required to look after me, that poor angel must have begged for a different assignment. The angel might have found it fun when I learned to sail a catamaran solo on the ocean. The guardian angel was probably finding it harder to keep me from careening into trees on my first adventure skiing down the icy mountain slopes in New Hampshire. But this Africa thing? Enough already! That poor angel! Innovations are a part of my new life.
We are not forced to embrace opportunity. We can stagnate and not allow our minds room to explore new beginnings. We can settle in to isolation and let our minds continually recycle, trying to wrap around the unthinkable. Living with a shriveled soul in hibernation is a choice we can make.
The powerful emotions of anger and bitterness can keep us clinging to the past. “What might have been” and “if only” are powerful magnets in the black hole of our loss. We’ll talk about forgiveness and its ultimate necessity in the process of moving forward.
I trust by the time you turn the last page of this book, you will have had a few smiles. I hope those aren’t just from laughing at my adventures and misadventures, but also from a different perspective on some events in your own life. My new life embraces love, laughter, and sometimes lunacy. May yours be just more love and laughter, without the lunacy part.
When I returned from my first project adventure, I treasured the opportunity to talk with Wess Stafford, head of Compassion, International. This visionary man has lived more adventure and gained more wisdom than I ever will. I told him of my misadventures and whined about how everything went wrong. He laughed! “Write it all down,” he encouraged. “These will be some of the best adventures you’ll ever have.”
In my heart I thought, “You’re kidding!” Three years later, I knew he was right. It’s more than just a new beginning; I’ve arrived at a party I did not know I’d love.
My friend, I don’t know the party ahead for you. But let’s start the journey.
1
The Biggest Loser Is …
Lost: your dream, your cozy home, your career, the job you thought would carry you through. Lost: your marriage. Lost: the last breaths of life of someone you cherish—your child, your soul mate, your mom or dad.
Each loss is different. Though some are more sudden, others engulf our lives slowly, one foreclosure letter at a time, one cancer cell at a time, one inch of water at a time. Some losses thrash us in an instant: “Put your personal belongings in a box. An officer will accompany you to the door.”
Crisis means we’re punching numbers on the phone—911 numbers we never thought we’d punch with such desperation.
But here we are.
Of course, I don’t know your story. But you have one, or you would not have picked up this book. I have my stories, but this book is not about me. It’s about you, where you are now and where you can be.
There are “survival” books that just don’t raise the future bar high enough for laughter, love, and adventure. These should not be considered possibilities for people after great losses, but actual probabilities. I want to try to paint that picture with words and a practical perspective that will turn your head from facing backward to looking ahead expectantly and then moving forward, from pain to gain, from loss to love and laughter.
Likely you feel beaten down. Not just your bank account if you’re in bankruptcy. Not just moving into a space you never imagined you’d need to cram into again. Not just rehashing why you lost your job, rehashing the “what-ifs.” When you face the death of someone you cherish, your soul weariness is unreal. Your emotional tank is empty, and your body lets you know it’s feeling the hit as well.
You may feel you’ll be down forever.
But, my friend, the human spirit, though feeling crushed at this moment, is neither docile nor capable of being submerged forever. While you may not feel it now, or even believe my words now, there is an irrepressible possibility within you for a different life you can’t imagine at this moment.
Our human spirit is resilient beyond our imagination. But that strength, even rebirth, seldom exerts itself when life is smooth and easy. When income is steady, creativity is unnecessary. When good health and strength for the day are givens, seldom do we improve our diets and self-care. When death has not touched cherished lives around us, we seldom contemplate what is truly worth investing the last ounce of our strength for someone, or a cause that matters. A life of ease is seldom a catalyst to catapult us to a more meaningful, expansive life.
When life happens, tragedy happens, whether we participated in the cause or not, we have that sense of loss. Whether we reel and are swept from our feet, or we feel just a gentle unsettling breeze, at some point we ask ourselves, “Where do I go from here?”
It’s not uncommon for our thinking to be clouded by thoughts of “I’m a loser.” We remember with anguish folks people have branded as losers, and now we’re doing that to ourselves. Let’s change that script like a popular television show once did. At that time, they gathered folks who had poor health habits that had resulted in unhealthy bodies and too many pounds. The competition to slim down was a good thing and the biggest loser was actually the winner: a healthier body, money, and other perks as well.
We can change our big loser events into big winner outcomes.
You can live a life you never would have lived had this crisis not happened. But don’t let me convince you; rather let the evidence roll.
Steve Jobs was once squeezed out from Apple, the company he birthed. Apple is now the most valuable company in the United States. Valued at $338 billion, it creates products that Grandma Hattie would never have dreamed of. She and Aunt Minnie would be shocked at the things I can’t live without today that did not exist in their world, like Apple computers, iPads, and iPhones. Steve created this company, led it most of the way, and was key in its huge success.
We don’t know how long Apple will be the most valuable company, the hot stock to own. But Steve Jobs came back after being squeezed out to become the human symbol of technology, creativity, management, and marketing acumen. He had a career most would envy. And, remember, he was once, for all practical purposes, fired!
Having lost his battle with pancreatic cancer, Steve Jobs leaves a legacy of innovation, a company responsible for the employment of almost 60,000 people, the most admired company in the world since 2008. Customer loyalty for Apple products is unprecedented. Would Jobs have envisioned such success back in 1985 when the board removed him from management decisions and he resigned rather than stay on the sidelines? One can say that Jobs experienced quite a party in his life after that initial loss.
Basketball star Michael Jordan was cut from his high school basketball team his junior year. He is regarded as the greatest basketball player of all time with an average of 30.12 points per game, achieving ten championships with seven in a row.
Opera singer Marion Anderson was denied the opportunity to sing in Constitution Hall on Easter Sunday because of her color. This rejection marked a milestone in the Civil Rights movement. The president’s wife at the time, Eleanor Roosevelt, arranged for her to sing on the steps of the Lincoln Monument instead. Overnight she became an icon. Dr. Martin Luther King was in the audience.
My friend Ginger found herself in an unimaginable nightmare. Ginger initially experienced all the negatives of being the biggest loser. When her husband was incarcerated, she lost her marriage, her job, her home, her insurance, and her identity. Here are Ginger’s own words:
“Top 5” Things Lost in One Year
My Marriage. Our once secure, thriving marriage of sixteen years was changed forever due to a prison sentence my husband received for white-collar crime.
My Job. My successful, full-time job as the CFO of three businesses was lost.
My Insurance. Both medical and dental coverage for our family were gone as a consequence of losing my full-time position.
Our House. The town house where we lived for ten years was lost through foreclosure.
My Identity. I no longer knew who I really was as I struggled to redefine my roles and purpose in life as a wife, mother, management executive, and sole provider for six children ages three to sixteen.
The Ginger I know today, many months into this ordeal, has become a more direct, loving, Mama Bear mom. She’s discovered financial resources and ways to live on less that few of us ever imagined. Working with flexibility in a part-time job, she juggles being personal taxi driver, homework supervisor, home manager, and single parent for her growing children.
Ginger’s small space is so efficiently utilized, you’d think it was her home of choice. I see her identity changing to become self-sufficient in ways not only necessary, but satisfying. And more changes are yet to come. We’ll come back to her story later. But for now, are you beginning to see, as I am, an indomitable spirit within that Ginger never knew she had?
As I’ve listened to people in their times of loss, I recognize that we share similar experiences. Life as we knew it stops. In our jumbled thinking, we first try to analyze and sort it all out, to make sense of the chaos. “What If?” is the major theme. In the process, we discover a new view of people and things. Unwanted change brings surprises in our perceptions. We also feel alone—and in fact we may be. This becomes a foundation for new connections. Let’s explore these shared experiences.
WHAT IF?
What’s the difference between the person who stays in the stagnant space of looking backward, whining, bitter, and even taking on the permanent mantle of “victim,” and those who begin to see a glimmer of hope and grasp it with a tenacious grip they never knew they had?
The answer depends on what they do with the big “What If?” question.
First, let’s be honest and admit that we all do play the what-if game.
If I had parented differently, my child would not be … addicted, incarcerated, involved with the wrong crowd, whatever. The list of what-ifs for parents of struggling children, even adult children in their fifties, is endless. This particular what-if is a double-barrel loss. First we revisit every mistake we ever felt we made while raising our child who is troubled, destroying his or her own life, or at least not moving forward by our definition of success. Second, we are tempted to compensate by over-care, overinvestment, overindulgence, and overcompensation. These overreactions deplete us, and keep that child—young, middle-aged, or vintage—in a dependent state.
If I hadn’t taken out that home equity loan … I wouldn’t be facing this foreclosure. The national foreclosure rate is now one out of every 583 homes in the United States. Realtors predict millions more in the next few years. The upside is for those who purchase that foreclosed home at a savings. Here is the percent saved in several states by purchasing that foreclosed home.
52% Maryland
47% Illinois
44% California
44% New Hampshire
44% Michigan
42% Delaware
42% Tennessee
40% Wisconsin
40% Ohio
40% Oklahoma1
However, that savings to so many buyers also represents great loss for many others. Those numbers represent people who have lost their homes, and you may be one of them. The buyer may have saved from 40–52 percent of your home’s value. But the money they saved is money you lost. Losses are rarely lone events. That home loss likely represents loss of credit rating, loss of treasured memories, and devastation to your personal pride.
If only I had not charged all that stuff, I wouldn’t be sitting in this bankruptcy office today. That assessment of blame may be perfectly correct, but planning a solution and forgiving yourself while committing to a different future is better than rehashing why you purchased each item you could not afford.
My friend Ginger moved from 1,900 square feet to 1,100 square feet with her family of seven. Other young widows, families, and adult children have had to move in with parents or friends. So an initial devastating loss is accompanied by loss of solitude and personal space. As difficult as this sounds, I’ve heard many follow-up stories, of three-generation regroupings who’ve made huge changes learning to flex with the needs of the new family group. They’ve come to love and appreciate each other in a way they never would have experienced had they not combined their households.
The three recent home foreclosures in my neighborhood all started with divorce. Personal esteem usually hits the skids among the many losses with divorce.
I’ve listened to close friends in painful divorce proceedings go through a lengthy list of what-ifs. Secret keeping, wandering affections, addictions, self-centeredness, overspending, excessive thrift, hoarding, giving away too much, being in denial, being truthful or blunt—the if-only lists alone could fill a book. While divorce, of course, means loss of your spouse, typically a squadron of other losses accompanies this:
Loss of companionship
Loss of support—financial, intellectual, social, and emotional
Loss of hopes, plans, and dreams
What-if thinking is normal, common. Thankfully there are support groups and you may even have trusted friends and family to come alongside you, and be a measure of reality against what your perceptions might be.
Life happens! Crisis, chaos, brokenness, death, and destruction are part of every human’s experience.
There is some value in spending some time and mental and emotional energy considering the what-ifs. We humanoids have the capability of learning from our mistakes. Let me share exhibit A from my own life.
I love hiking, especially hiking with women friends in new places. We’ve hiked Acadia National Park in Maine, and also headed to Oregon for new adventures. The trails were beyond awesome, beautiful, serene, and sometimes strenuous. One Oregon stop was Crater Lake, the deepest, purest lake in North America. We hiked its rim and marveled at the change of water color as light and sunshine touched its surface and depth with lavender, even magenta, and more shades of blue than I have ever seen.
A boat ride was available so we trooped on, settled in, and began to see this work of nature, the handiwork of our Creator God, up close. The ride was too short; I hungered to experience more of Crater Lake. As we landed and prepared to leave, an additional option presented itself. A few folks (in hindsight I realize they were mostly young people) were leaping into the lake from a cliff. Intriguing! Our family has, many times, jumped from the twenty-foot cliffs above Table Rock Lake, Missouri, into the warm, summer waters—a pleasure indeed. Two from our group, our fearless leader, Carol, and myself, trooped up the path to the jump point. Hmmm. Thirty feet looks a lot higher than twenty feet. My mind was not computing that the water was sixty-six degrees—in other words, COLD. Also, that temperature means the molecules are more tightly packed together, more like a board than a soft comforter. These facts weren’t getting my attention.
What I was very aware of, in every nerve of my body, was the beauty below that I must enter, experience, feel! I could imagine the sunshine in the free fall on my face. Wouldn’t the sheer beauty of this water be heaven-like to enter?
I leaped.
The descent was more than I dreamed. Descending through the clean, pungently scented air was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. As I neared the water, its colors seemed rainbow-like in variety and softness, yet intensely exciting. Exquisitely alluring Crater Lake beckoned. And then I hit water.
Immediately I knew something was terribly wrong. In one instant, I wondered if my legs would move. Pain told me something was amiss. I seemed to be going deeper from any dive I’d ever taken. Then—yes, my legs moved. And even the pain could not take away the gift of the beauty of the multicolored layers of water that I plunged down through and then began to rise through; they were more exotic than I had imagined.
Eventually I surfaced, thankful for all my moving parts. The rocky place where one could clamber onto the shore looked much farther away than it had from my lofty dive point. There were no options, but simply a requirement to swim to it.
Can you imagine being thankful when your knees hit submerged boulders? I was glad to feel them. It meant I could climb out! Carol sat on a magnificently shaped protrusion looking like a mermaid. I was glad to reach her outstretched hand.
It would be weeks later, after lots of black and blue skin returned to normal colors, when I conceded that something else was wrong and went to my orthopedic doctor. The diagnosis? Compression fracture of vertebra lumbar one. Had the broken bone moved one more inch, my spinal cord would have been severed—and there would have been no walking, no swimming, no leaping again.
Why confess this goofy, impulsive, practically life-threatening act to you? Because I’ve learned from it. The first and obvious lesson: No more cliff jumping (especially with my Medicare card tucked safely in plastic in my hiking bag!).
At some point we must simply stop the questioning.
Actually, I’ve learned several more valuable lessons from this. One is that my adventuresome spirit can morph into risk-taking. I need to pause and consider the possibilities. Is this risk worth taking? I also learned that my children are still adjusting to the loss of their dad. My foolish action frightened them. “What will Mom do next?” I needed to think more thoroughly about possible outcomes and about impact on others who care about me.
Life happens! Crisis, chaos, brokenness, death, and destruction are part of every human’s experience. Some good can be derived from pondering “What If?” Evaluating our behavior keeps us from repeating our mistakes. What was our part? What might we have foreseen? Were we part of the catalyst? Could our actions and reactions have led to a different outcome?
Realize that you and I may never be able to figure out the answers to all these questions, though. If other people are involved, we do not control them. In fact, we often discover that we have less influence than we thought. Weather, another driver, a law we ignored, medications, and reactions—the list of variables we can’t control could go on forever.
The truth is, at some point we must simply stop the questioning. At some point we’ve got to take our what-if lists (whether they’re written or simply rolling around in our minds getting bigger like a snowball rolling downhill), crumple it up, and throw it away.
What might help you do this? One friend wrote the long list and literally lit a match, put it to the paper, and watched it burn.
Another imagined the what-ifs as if they were taking up many rooms. She mentally gathered them up and pushed and squished them into a small compartment. She closed that door. When her mind wants to wander into that compartment, she sternly refuses to go there.
Most of us must realize that if we cannot truly let go and stop the what-if stuff, we must compartmentalize it, confining it to a limited piece of our thought life. If we don’t, the endless cycle of unanswerable questions will impact today’s behavior and tomorrow’s plan. And that won’t be pretty.
How sad it is to see an adult who behaves irrationally in some circumstances, or childishly, in irresponsible ways and says, “It was because …” They put forward an event or person as the “reason” (actually, an excuse) for their problem or ongoing weirdness.
“When we were teens, you …”
“In my first marriage …”
“I’ve never gotten over …”
“You made me …”
These people expect the world and folks around them to tolerate their inappropriate, rude, or bad behavior because they have not resolved their “Where do I go from here?” question.
I sometimes compare those insistent what-ifs to papers in an old-fashioned file cabinet. Nowadays we tend to file things electronically with unlimited space. But the old-fashioned file cabinets had only a few drawers and limited storage room.
In my comparison, we throw all the stuff of loss and all the hurt and brokenness that goes with it into the file cabinet of life. While some good can actually come from sorting through the “files,” trying to make what sense we can out of seemingly senseless behavior and aftershock. And some good can come from throwing away certain questions, theories, and even memories. A bit of sorting is necessary or it’s simply impossible to close the drawer with the overflowing mess. But closing that drawer with things in as much order as we can muster provides a great sense of peace and freedom to move on.
* * *
We hope you enjoyed this excerpt from Where Do I Go From Here? Go HERE to purchase your full-length copy.
In the following pages, check out an excerpt from Made for More.
In Made for More, Hannah Anderson invites you to re-imagine yourself, not simply as a set of roles and categories, but as a person destined to live in the fullness of God Himself. Starting with our first identity as image bearers, she shows how Jesus Christ makes us people who can reflect His nature through our unique callings. She also explores how these deeper truths affect the practical realties that we face as women—how does being an image bearer shape our pursuit of education? Our work? And even our desire for holistic lives?
chapter 1
Who Am I?
Courage to Question, Faith to Find the Answer
“We have all forgotten what we really are.” —G. K. Chesterton
After being homeschooled for two years, my seven-year-old daughter entered second grade at our local elementary school.
Like any mom, I was an odd bundle of anxieties that first day. Would she be scared? Would she make friends? And perhaps more realistically, Would she be so accustomed to homeschooling that she wouldn’t be able to adapt and would end up being the “problem” child? If I’m honest, I suppose I was mostly afraid that I would end up getting called to the principal’s office to explain why my daughter expected to take a field trip once a week and thought that math class should involve baking.
But like most fears, mine ended up being largely unfounded and somewhat self-centered. Things went smoothly. Her first day was spent like anyone else’s in getting to know the teacher, meeting her classmates, and establishing classroom rules and routines. Everything was flowing along nicely until her teacher turned to the class and asked, “Does anyone have any questions?”
Immediately my Phoebe’s hand shot up.
“I have a question,” she responded with all seriousness. “Why are we here? I mean, why are we like this? Why do we have hands and why do we sit in desks and why do we go to school? Why do we have feet? And why do we have to listen? Why are we made this way? Why? I just want to know, Why?!”
So much for keeping a low profile as the new kid.
When my friends heard about it as was inevitable in our small town, there were a lot of teasing comments with most of them to the effect of “like mother, like daughter.” And while it is true that she comes by her philosophical disposition honestly, I think I would have found it funnier if her questions hadn’t hit so close to home. Her questions—her need to understand herself and her place in this world—are the very same questions that each of us wants to have answered too. Despite being grown adults, how many of us wish we could just raise our hand like a little girl on the first day of school and ask, “Who am I and why am I here?”
Searching for Ourselves
This need to understand ourselves, to wrestle with who we are and where we fit in the world, is fundamentally a search for identity. It is a journey to discover, not some foreign land or distant galaxy, but a world much closer—one whose very proximity can make it all the more mysterious, profound, and quite frankly, dangerous. It is a search, not simply to discover what it means to be a woman, but more important: what it means to be a person, what it means to be you.
But because this search can be unsettling, we tend to avoid it the same way we avoid looking full-faced into the mirror. Instead of wrestling with the deeper questions of life, we distract ourselves and find identity in things like relationships, jobs, political causes, or hobbies. We check boxes, make lists, and categorize ourselves by race, religion, and socioeconomic status. We calculate our bodies in pounds, inches, and clothing sizes, all in an effort to gain the security that comes from knowing exactly who we are and where we fit into the grand scheme of things. After all, if I know that I am a married, blonde-haired, blue-eyed, extroverted, mother of three who studied liberal arts, writes, likes to travel, watches classic movies, and enjoys long walks on the beach, then certainly I must know who I am, right? Right?
Unfortunately, while roles and categories provide us some measure of stability in an uncertain world, the problem comes when these things change, as they inevitably do. The loss of a job, a broken marriage, unexpected illness, infertility, or churches that fail us. And suddenly the questions we had succeeded in repressing flood back to the surface. For Phoebe, it was something as simple as transitioning from home to school—suddenly her world shifted and she found herself needing to affirm the most basic realities of her life.
Perhaps even more surprisingly, good times can initiate the search for identity as often as bad. When we finally get that new job or finish that graduate degree; when we meet that someone we’ve been waiting to spend the rest of our life with; when the babies come and we’re able to nurture our hopes and dreams with them. Even in these moments, as we come down from the emotional high, we realize that they didn’t fulfill us the way we had expected; despite having invested so much of ourselves in what we thought would provide a lasting sense of meaning, we hardly know ourselves in the midst of it. We begin to feel detached and distant, outsiders looking in on our own lives. And the things that we once looked to for stability and identity begin to feel like burdens and obligations instead of blessings.
Just ask Elizabeth Gilbert.
By anyone’s standard’s, Elizabeth’s life was a success; she had graduated from the best schools, had a terrific career that took her around the world, and together with her husband owned an impressive home in New York’s Hudson Valley. And yet, she spent most nights crying herself to sleep only to awaken with the persistent awareness that little about her life made sense. She felt overwhelmed by duty and directionless about her future. So at a young thirty-two, she checked out. She divorced her husband, threw herself into a dysfunctional relationship, and eventually quit her job to travel the world. Her journey took her through Italy and India and all the way to Indonesia; she sampled la dolce vita in Rome and Tuscany and committed herself to religious asceticism in a Hindu ashram—all in an attempt to find some sense of personal stability, some sense of lasting identity.
Elizabeth shared her journey in a memoir she called simply Eat, Pray, Love. Within weeks, it hit the top of the New York Times bestseller list, popped up in book clubs everywhere, and went on to sell over ten million copies. And that’s when it became startlingly clear: Elizabeth was not alone. Elizabeth was not the only woman feeling lost and directionless. In fact, women today—despite our education, despite our independence, despite our relationships—have yet to really answer the most basic questions about our own identities. Worse still, we seem to have very little idea about how to find them.
The Picket Fence
“I’m Jim’s wife, and Janey’s mother, a putter on of diapers and snowsuits, a server of meals, a Little League chauffeur. But who am I, as a person myself? —Anonymous Woman1
And yet, if there were ever a generation of women who should have a strong sense of their own identity, it is ours. We were the first generation to grow up with empowered mothers; we were the first generation to be taught that we could be whatever we wanted to be. We have had more opportunity, more choices, and more autonomy to make those choices than any women have at any time. If it were simply a matter of making our way in the world, we should have no issues. But we do. And so, in order to understand why we struggle with questions of identity, we first need to understand how our mothers and grandmothers struggled with their own. We need to understand what brought us to this point in the first place.
During the 1950s, Western society was finally experiencing a period of prosperity and stability after nearly two decades of hardship. This generation had been children during the Great Depression and had come of age through the atrocities of World War II, so as adults, they pursued a lifestyle of comfort and security, wanting to provide better for their own children. It was the time of the American Dream, Ward and June Cleaver, the quintessential white picket fence. But this was also a generation schooled in Freudian psychology that promoted the subtle (and at times, not so subtle) idea that identity was primarily discovered and fulfilled through biology.2 For a woman, this meant that she should seek her ultimate fulfillment in domesticity, that her identity could be reduced to her “evolutionary” function of being a wife and mother.
But this excessive emphasis on gender couldn’t be completely satisfying because it didn’t address the deeper questions of existence. It also left women who weren’t married, who weren’t mothers, or who struggled with domesticity searching for answers to their identities—were they somehow less human because their lives didn’t play out in the traditional domestic milieu? Ultimately the problem wasn’t that women devoted themselves to their husbands and children (which itself is eminently valuable) but that they were told to look to their husbands and children for their fundamental source of identity.
Hear Me Roar
In response, their daughters (determined, like all daughters, not to turn into their mothers) launched a social movement known as second-wave feminism. They believed that in order to discover full identity, women simply needed to be freed from the bondage of biological roles; personal fulfillment was found in autonomy—whether that meant sexual autonomy in the form of birth control and abortion or economic autonomy through education and a career path. This led them to champion a pro-choice agenda at the same time they were fighting gender discrimination in business and education.
And while there were serious societal paradigms that needed to be challenged, second-wave feminism no more successfully answered the underlying question of personal identity than the previous generation had. Instead of defining themselves by their homes and family, women were now compelled to define themselves by their education, professional accomplishments, and independence from men. While the domesticity of the 1950s may have truncated identity in one respect, subsequent feminist thought simply lopped it off in another.
Neither fully addressed all that it means to be a woman, all that it means to be human.
So here we are—two generations and a world of opportunities later—still wrestling with the same issues. And the reason we are is because we have never really answered the basic questions of identity. Instead, we’ve tried to answer how identity manifests itself without first answering where identity comes from; we’ve tried to figure out where a woman should spend her life without first answering who she should be. We’ve taken shortcuts, and these shortcuts have led us directly to our present confusion and restlessness.
If we are to find any lasting stability in this life, if we are to really answer the question “Who am I and why am I here?” we must move past these easy categories—we must stop talking simply in terms of home vs. career; we must dig deeper than biology or gifting. We must find something more stable, more fixed, more permanent on which to base our sense of self. We must find a North Star. And not simply because our circumstances change, but because we ourselves are more than the roles we play in this present world. We are large, deep, eternal beings, and only something larger and deeper and more eternal will satisfy the questions in our souls.
We need something—Someone—Divine.
The Unknown God
“Without knowledge of self there is no knowledge of God … without knowledge of God there is no knowledge of self.” —John Calvin
Nearly two thousand years ago, on the rugged hillsides of Athens, the apostle Paul encountered a group of people in the middle of their own search for identity. Hoping to connect to the Divine, these seekers devoted themselves to philosophy and religion, worshiping every life force they could identify—and just to hedge the bet, even one they couldn’t. Among their columned temples to Athena, Artemis, and Zeus, they had erected an altar to “the unknown god.” Recognizing their confusion, Paul stepped forward to remind them of a truth they already knew—a truth that we all in the quiet recesses of our souls already know too.3
He told them that “the unknown god” wasn’t really unknown but was “the God who made the world and everything in it.”4 He even quoted their own philosophers, reminding them that “in him we live and move and have our being.”5 Simply put, there is one God and He is the Giver of all life. He created the world, and everything in it finds its source, its purpose, and its goal in Him. Including each one of us. Later in a letter to the Corinthian believers, Paul expresses it this way: “There is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist.”6
In other words, your identity—everything about you from where you were born to the person you married (or didn’t), to what you love to do, everything that you use to define who you are, everything that you see in the mirror each morning—relates directly and unequivocally to Him.7 So in order to know yourself, you first have to know Him. In order to know who you are, you must first know who He is. And to do this, you have to go back to the beginning; and not simply back to the beginning of your own individual story, but back to the very beginning, the beginning of life itself. Because it is there, in those opening moments of the cosmos, that God first revealed Himself; and it is there that you will first learn what it means to be His daughter.
In the Beginning …
But when you do go back, the first thing you’ll discover is … nothing. Before the ancient hardwood forests, before the vivid northern lights, before the massive heaps of volcanic rock that jut out of the Pacific to form lush tropical islands, Scripture tells us that there was simply nothing. Well, not exactly. Even while our world was empty and dark, even before there was anything on this earth that we would recognize, there was Something. There was Someone. There was God.8 At that point, He was still mysterious and unknown, but He was. And more than simply being present, Scripture tells us that everything that would eventually be already existed in Him—that He Himself was the source of all life and by His very existence, all life continues to this day.9
Yet, He never began, was not made by anything else, and cannot be measured.
And that is really hard for us number-obsessed humans to understand. We, who mark our days in weeks, months, and years; who track our bodies in calories, pounds, and BMI; and who can only understand the value of something in dollars, euros, or yen, simply cannot grasp this kind of limitless Being. It’s easy to understand why many people turn away from this kind of God and why many of those ancient Athenians turned away from Paul’s words too; why they mocked him as they went.
But some did not. Some believed.
And that’s what we must do too. In our search for identity, in trying to understand who we are, we must start with Him, yes; but starting with Him requires more than simple logical assent, because quite frankly, sometimes He isn’t logical—not to our minds at least.10 No, starting with Him means accepting Him for who He is, not who we can conceive Him to be. Starting with Him means humbling ourselves to recognize that there is Someone bigger than us who often works in ways we can’t explain.
Starting with Him requires faith. Faith that believes He exists and faith that honestly seeks Him, no matter who or what He reveals Himself to be. The epistle to the Hebrews puts it this way: “By faith, we understand that the universe was created by the word of God so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible …Whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.”11
Woman Seeking Committed Relationship
Today many of us describe ourselves as seekers much like the ancient Athenians. We question the establishment, critique long-held beliefs, and want proof before we accept the answers. And while doubt can be a healthy thing, we must not trick ourselves into thinking that we are seeking God if we are simply reserving the right to decide whether or not we approve of the God we eventually discover. This is not faith.
Instead, God asks that you seek Him “with all your heart and with all your soul.”12 That you allow Him to penetrate your defenses, that you allow Him to tear down your preconceived notions, that you allow Him to be simply who He is. And if you do, He promises that you will find Him. This is the reward that Hebrews speaks about. When God rewards those who seek Him, it is not with wealth or power or privilege but with the very thing that they were searching for in the first place—Himself.
And the beauty, the unmistakable genius of it all, is that in discovering Him, the source of all existence, you will also discover yourself. In finding Him, you will find the answer to the question “Who am I and why am I here?” Because in the infinite wisdom of God, the two are inextricably linked; and in the infinite kindness of God, this search is as much about His glory as it is your good.
Still, that does not mean it will be easy.
Thankfully, He’s the kind of God who welcomes our questions, who can wrestle with us through the confusion and still bless us in the process. He is the kind of God who desires true faith, even at its weakest points, and looks for mustard seeds instead of mountains. He is the kind of God who delights in the plea, “Help my unbelief” and then holds on to us because we can’t hold on to Him anymore. He is the kind of God who can handle all our doubt, all our fear, all our questions if we will simply commit to letting Him.
And that is what faith does. Faith does not pretend that it is easy to believe what God reveals about Himself. Faith does not push aside or deny the difficulties. Faith simply commits to taking the questions back to Him and believes that He will have the answers.
The God Who Seeks
One of the most compelling things about this majestic God, this God who existed before the worlds began, is that He understands our weakness. As David sang in the Judean hillsides, “He knows our frame and remembers that we are dust.”13 So much so, that even back in the emptiness of the cosmos, He knew that we would never be able to truly seek Him for ourselves. He knew that in our confusion, we would stumble about in the darkness, unable to find Him and unable to understand ourselves. He knew this, and so in those moments before He laid the foundations of the earth, He planned a way that He would find us.14
It’s a plan that has unfolded throughout human history, as massive in scale as it is intimate in detail. It’s a plan that has often twisted and turned, at times seeming to make little sense. And ultimately it is a plan that took its fullest shape when He Himself came to us in Jesus Christ.
And always, always, it has been a plan to make us like Himself.
You are part of that plan. No matter how far you have wandered or how confused you are or how assured you are that you don’t need Him—still, He has planned your life and has been pursuing you since before time began. Before your first breath, before your first cry, before you even knew yourself, He knew you and has been on a mission to make you one with Himself. Because when you finally are, you will finally know Him; and when you know Him, then you will finally be able to live and move and have your being as He has always intended. You will finally be free to live beyond the roles and labels and expectations because you will finally be free to live in the fullness of God Himself.
* * *
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If you are experiencing physical, sexual, emotional, and/or verbal abuse from a partner, spouse, family member, etc., you can create a personalized safety plan.
A personalized safety plan will help you know what to do if/when you decide to leave or find yourself (and children) in an emergency.
You can create this safety plan even if you are not ready to leave.
There are some important things that need to be considered. Evidence shows that planning before leaving is really important and is more likely to help the women stay away.
Please ensure that safety is considered when creating, printing, and/or completing this document. Considering who will have access to it and where it will be stored are extremely important.
To access a printable pdf of this appendix to fill out, go to www.moodypublishers.com/978-0-8024-1024-5. Click the "Resources" tab to download Appendix 2.
SAFETY DURING A VIOLENT INCIDENT
In order to increase safety during a violent incident, you may use a variety of strategies. Here are some strategies for you to consider.
I can use the following options:
1. What are the possible escape route(s) from my home? What doors, windows, elevators, stairwells, or fire escapes could I use? I will take the time to practice how to get out safely.
2. I can keep my purse/wallet and keys handy, and always keep them in the same place
so that I can locate them easily if I need to leave in a hurry. I can also have a second set of keys made in case my partner/ex takes the first set.
3. I can keep a bag ready and put it so I can leave quickly.
4. If it is safe for me, I could tell the following people about the violence and request that they call the police if they suspect I am in danger:
5. Children’s safety in abuse situations is central to a safety plan. I may be able to teach my children a safety plan specifically for them in these circumstances. I can teach my children to use the telephone to call the police and the fire department.
6. It may be helpful to have a code word to use with my children, other family members, or friends if I should need them to call for help. I will use this word code:
7. Safe places that I can go if I need to leave my home. Be prepared even if you think you will never have to leave.
• A place to use the phone:
• A place I could stay for a couple of hours:
• A place that I could stay for a couple of days:
• I can teach these strategies to my children.
8. When an abusive incidence occurs, I will move to a safer room. During an abusive incident, it is best to try to avoid places in the house where I may be trapped or where weapons are readily available such as the bathroom or kitchen. Bigger rooms with more than one exit may be safer.
9. The places I would try to avoid would be:
10. The places I would try to move to/stay in are:
11. In abusive situations, women sometimes say or do things that in an equal non-abusive relationship they would not. For some women this involves survival skills such as claiming to agree with the abuser even when it’s not true in order to increase safety. On other occasions, women may retaliate against the abuser with violence; however, be aware that such actions could lead you to be charged with a criminal offense.
12. Calling the police.
13. Given my past experience, other protective actions that I have considered or employed are:
SAFETY PLANNING IF YOU ARE GETTING READY TO LEAVE
Some women leave the residence they share with the abusive partner. These are protective actions you may wish to consider if you are in this situation. Even if you are not planning to leave your partner, it is important to review a safety plan regarding leaving in case the violence escalates and you need to leave quickly.
I can use the following strategies:
1. It may not be safe to inform my partner that I am leaving.
2. Should I need to leave quickly, it would be helpful for me to leave some extra cash, an extra set of house and car keys and extra clothes with some people who I can go to for help:
3. I can keep copies of important documents such as immigration papers or birth certificates at someone’s house:
4. I can open a savings account to increase my freedom to leave. I should make sure to alert the bank not to send any correspondence to my home address.
5. Other things I can do to increase my independence are:
6. The domestic violence hotline is
I can seek safe shelter and support by calling this help line.
7. Telephone numbers I need to know:
For safety reasons it may be necessary to keep these telephone numbers hidden but accessible and/or memorize the numbers:
Police Department:
Domestic Abuse Help Line (24 hours):
Solicitor:
Work:
Religious Leader (Minister/Rabbi/Priest/Imam):
Other:
8. I can get legal advice from a victim advocate who understands domestic abuse. But as with the bank, I should make certain the advocate knows not to send any correspondence to my home address. It is critical to consult with a family advocate if you have children. Your local domestic abuse service may be able to recommend a suitable legal advocate.
9. I must be careful if I am using my mobile or home number because my partner or ex could see the numbers I have called on next month’s telephone bill. I can keep telephone calls confidential by using a pay phone, a prepaid phone card, pay-as-you-go mobile phone, a friend’s telephone card, or calling collect.
10. These are people that I could ask for assistance with:
Money:
Child care:
Support-attending appointments:
Transportation:
Other:
11. If I need to return home to get personal belongings, I can call the police for an escort to stand by and keep the peace. To do this, I call (the nonemergency local police number below) and ask the police to meet me somewhere close to my home. They will stay while I pick up my own and my children’s personal belongings.
12. I will review my safety plan every (time frame below) in order to plan the safest route.
I will review the plan with (a friend, counselor, or advocate).
13. I will rehearse the escape plan and practice it with my children.
14. When you leave an abusive partner, it is important to take certain items with you. Items with asterisks on the following list are the most important, but if there is time, the other items might be taken, or stored outside the home. Keeping them all together in one location makes it much easier if you need to leave in a hurry.
Identification for myself
Children’s birth certificates*
Any papers relating to injunctions or other legal proceedings*
My birth certificate*
Immigration papers*
School and vaccination records*
Money*
Checkbook, bankbook/cards*
Credit cards*
Keys—house/car/office*
Driver’s license and car ownership details*
Medications*
Passport(s)*
Any medical records*
Divorce/separation papers*
House lease/mortgage/insurance documents*
Address book*
Pictures/photos
Children’s favorite toys/blankets
Jewelry
Items of special sentimental value
15. Other protective actions I have considered are:
SAFETY IN YOUR OWN HOME
The following are some suggestions regarding safety measures in your own home that you may wish to consider (some of these safety measures cost money).
I can use the following safety methods:
1. If financially possible, I could:
• Change the locks on my doors and windows as soon as possible. (You may need to inform the landlord if you are renting or legal advocate if you own your home before taking this action.)
• Install a peephole in the door.
• Replace wooden doors with steel doors.
• Install security systems—i.e., additional locks, window bars, poles to wedge against doors, electronic alarm system, etc.
• Purchase rope ladders to be used for escape routes from the second floor.
• Install smoke detectors and buy fire extinguishers for each floor of my home.
• Install a motion sensitive lighting system outside that lights up when a person is coming close to my home.
• Leave the lights on at night and when I am away from home.
2. If I have custody, I can inform all the people who provide child care for my children about who has permission to pick up my children and who does not. I can give these people copies of the custody order to keep with them and a picture of the abusive partner. I will tell the people who care for my children, who have permission to pick up my children. The people I will inform about pickup permission include:
School
Teacher
Nursery/Day Care staff
Before/After-School care
Babysitter
Sunday School
Relatives
Others
3. I can teach my children how to use the phone to make collect calls to me and to (friend, family, minister below) if my partner tries to take them.
4. I can tell the following people that my partner no longer lives with me and ask that they should call the police if he is seen near my residence:
Neighbors
Landlord
Church Leaders
Friends
Others
5. Other strategies that I am already using or that I might use include:
SAFETY AT WORK AND IN PUBLIC
Each woman must decide if and/or when she will tell others that her partner has abused her and that she may be at continued risk. Friends, family, and coworkers may be able to help protect women. Each woman should consider carefully which people to recruit to help secure her safety. I might do any or all of the following:
1. If it is comfortable to do so, I can tell my boss, security, and
at work about this situation.
2. According to how comfortable and safe I feel, I can ask
to help screen my phone calls.
3. If it is comfortable to do so, and I feel it would be supportive to me and my situation, I could discuss the possibility of having my employer call the police if I am in danger from my partner or ex.
4. Some safety suggestions regarding arriving or leaving work:
• Let someone know when you’ll be home
• Walk with someone to your car
• Scan the parking lot
• If your partner is following you, drive to a place where there are people to support you, e.g., a friend’s home, police station
• If you are walking, take a route that is populated
• Take different routes home
• If you see your partner on the street, try to get to a public place
• You can also call attention to yourself and request help
• Purchase a personal alarm device
5. When I am driving home from work and problems arise, I can:
6. I can use different supermarkets/shopping centers and shop at different times than I did before to reduce the risk of contact with my partner or ex.
SAFETY AND DRUG OR ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION
Alcohol and/or drugs are sometimes used as coping mechanisms for victims of domestic violence. The disclosure of the use of illegal/legal drugs can put a woman at a disadvantage in legal actions with her abusive partner. Therefore, women should carefully consider the potential cost of the use of legal and/or illegal drugs. Beyond this, the use of any alcohol or other drugs can reduce a woman’s awareness and ability to act quickly to protect herself from the abusive partner. Furthermore, the use of alcohol or other drugs by the abuser may be used as an excuse for violence.
SAFETY AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH
Being subjected to abuse by partners is usually exhausting and emotionally draining. The process of surviving requires much courage and incredible energy. To conserve my emotional energy and resources and to support myself in hard emotional times, I can do some of the following:
1. If I have left the relationship and I am experiencing loneliness or manipulative tactics from my abusive partner, I can take care of myself by:
2. If I feel sad, lonely, or depressed and desire to return to a potentially violent situation/partner, I can
and I can call
3. When I have to talk to my partner in person or on the phone, I can emotionally prepare by
4. I can remind myself
if I feel people are trying to control or abuse me.
5. When I face potentially difficult times like court cases, meetings with lawyers, and such, I can prepare by doing the following:
6. I can call the following people and/or places for support:
7. Things I can do to make me feel stronger are
8. I can find out about and attend workshops and support groups in the community by calling my local domestic abuse service on:
We’ve covered a lot of the material here in the main body of the book, but here’s a quick summary of the theology and several practical tips for ministry staff in dealing with cases of domestic abuse.
The Bible teaches us that because of sin, suffering and violence entered the world. One expression of sin, which is seen throughout Scripture and human history, is violence against women. Even today, women around the world continue to experience violence and oppression in numerous forms: sexual assault, domestic violence, human trafficking, rape in warfare, female genital mutilation, infanticide, child marriages, girl soldiers, and honor killings.
Since the fall of humankind, women have often been oppressed, marginalized, and abused. Because life can be tragic for women, a biblical understanding of how the church can respond to women at risk is very important. Violence against women is a global health epidemic that affects women and girls of all socioeconomic backgrounds, ages, religions, cultures, races, and sexual orientations. Women and girls living in poverty and girls younger than eighteen are most vulnerable to the risk of violence.
THE BREAKING OF SHALOM
Violence and abuse toward women is a sin against the victims and a sin against God. When someone defaces a human being—God’s image bearer—it is ultimately an attack against God Himself.
Genesis 3 records the terrible day when humanity fell into sin and shalom (the original peace of creation) was violated. This was a moment of cosmic treason, when Adam and Eve violated their relationship with God by rebelling against His command and fell under the curse of sin and bondage to corruption (Rom. 8:21) that we all experience.
The entrance of sin wrecked the order and goodness of God’s world; it was the disintegration of peace. Sin inverted love for God, which in turn became idolatry, and inverted love for neighbor, which became exploitation of others.
THE BIBLICAL CALL TO JUSTICE AND MERCY
The Bible does not hesitate to depict the harsh reality of violence and oppression, and it clearly calls us to fight for justice and mercy for all people as God intended.
The prophet Zechariah portrays a God-given role for God’s people as a nation that practices justice in their society: “Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another. Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless, the foreigner or the poor. Do not plot evil against each other” (Zech 7:9–10). When Israel failed and continued to rebel against God’s law, God threatened judgment, but then poured out grace and restored them. Zechariah envisions God’s grace leading to true repentance and a people who fervently pursue justice and mercy. The result is that the nations of unbelievers will come asking about the Lord (Zech. 8:20–23). If God’s people are thankful, worshiping God, and working for justice and mercy, it will make them a light to the nations (Isa. 49:6)—a hope that culminates in the coming of the Messiah.
JESUS’ HEART FOR THE POWERLESS
At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, He stood up in the synagogue at Nazareth and declared that these words of Isaiah were fulfilled in Him:
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Luke 4:18–19)
In making this declaration and in His ministry, Jesus showed that bringing freedom for captives and relief to the poor and oppressed is at the very center of His divine mission. His ultimate act of liberation was His substitutionary death and victorious resurrection, which set His people free from slavery to sin and death. Yet His teachings and His example show us that the proclamation of the good news of Christ’s saving work should be accompanied by tangible acts of love, service, and mercy toward our neighbors if the gospel message is to be recognized in its full power.
THE CHURCH’S OPPORTUNITY TO SERVE
The Christian church has, at its best, been known for exemplary love and sacrificial service to “the least of these”—the poor, oppressed, and marginalized. Such service has provided a powerful apologetic for the gospel. By upholding the dignity of all human life as the image of God and tangibly expressing the biblical ethic of personhood that flows from it, the church has the opportunity to be a light to the nations by welcoming the weak and powerless to find grace, mercy, and rest in Jesus Christ.
Unfortunately, many victims who reach out to churches in times of need receive blame, disbelief, suspicious questions, bad advice, platitudes, and shallow theology instead of care and compassion. Rather than pat answers, victims need practical victim advocacy full of biblical and theological depth.
Churches have a great opportunity to offer victims of violence love, safety, patience, and counseling. Caring for and responding to women at risk is an opportunity for Christians to take the gospel to those who are most in need, provide an alternative community centered on Jesus to the marginalized and oppressed, and show the transformative power of the gospel to the watching world. Moreover, responding to the epidemic of violence against women is a way the church can follow the charge of James to practice “pure religion” (James 1:27) by caring for vulnerable women.
Here are eight ways your church can reflect Jesus’ heart for women at risk:
1. Know that God cares for those at risk and hates violence. Throughout the Bible we see an unrelenting concern of God for those who are weak, powerless, and oppressed. The complement of God’s care for the oppressed is His hatred of violence. “Violence” is one of the first words used to describe the decay of the world after sin entered into it (Gen. 6:11–12). The Bible contains many examples of God’s displeasure with violence, as well as the way God saves His people from it (see Ps. 11:5; Prov. 21:7; Zeph. 1:9; Mal. 2:16; Ps. 18:48; Isa. 60:18).
2. Stand with the vulnerable and powerless. God calls His people to resist those who use their power to oppress and harm others (Jer. 22:3).
3. Believe the women; don’t blame them. Blaming victims for post-traumatic symptoms is not only erroneous but also contributes to the vicious cycle of traumatization, because victims who experience negative social reactions have poorer adjustment. Research has proven that being believed and being listened to by others are crucial to victims’ healing.
4. Respond graciously, offering comfort, encouragement, and protection. Also respond with tangible, practical care. Spiritual and emotional support needs to be accompanied by actual deeds.
5. Get informed and inform others about the prevalence of women at risk. They can be found not only around the world but also right under our noses, in our cities and neighborhoods, and in our churches and small groups. The prevalence is staggering.
6. Learn about the effects of sexual assault, domestic violence, and other forms of abuse. The only thing more staggering than the prevalence of abuse toward women is the acute damage done to them. Trauma is not only done to but also experienced by victims. The internal and deeply personal places of a victim’s heart, will, and emotions need a clear application of the gospel of redemption, along with tangible expressions of love.
7. Clearly communicate the hope and healing for victims that is found in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Unfortunately, the message victims hear most often is self-heal, self-love, and self-help. The church’s message is not self-help but the grace of God. Grace does not command “Heal thyself!” but declares “You will be healed!” God’s one-way love replaces self-love and is the true path to healing.
8. Get involved with the issue of violence against women. This can include addressing the issue in sermons, praying about it in corporate prayer, and working toward the prevention of abuse together with community and national organizations.
As we react to the pain and suffering of women at risk, we should meditate on Jesus’ love and care for women. But God’s love should do more than just make us feel better—it should lead us to imitate His care for children, take action against evil toward the vulnerable, and pray for God’s peace and salvation to cover the earth.
PRAYER
“Almighty God, who created us in your image: Grant us grace fearlessly to contend against evil and to make no peace with oppression; and, that we may reverently use our freedom, help us to employ it in the maintenance of justice in our communities and among the nations, to the glory of your holy Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.”1
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A Final Note
1. Book of Common Prayer (New York: Church Publishing, 1979), 389.
Appendix 2
1. We are thankful for Natalie Collins’s work in developing a safety plan. We incorporated many of her suggestions and considerations.
Appendix 3
1. Book of Common Prayer (New York: Church Publishing, 1979), 260.
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WHO ARE YOU, REALLY?
Is your identity based on a role? By a relationship? Through your achievements? What does your family say about you? Who are you as a woman?
Honestly, these are not the right questions. The real question is, who are you as a woman created in God’s image? When we grasp our identity in Him we’ll realize that we were made for so much more. Don’t settle for seconds. Start your journey now to discover your true identity.
WHERE DO I GO FROM HERE?
Life has a way of tilting. Jobs are lost. Children leave. Homes foreclose. Spouses die. Everyone experiences the loss of something or someone precious at some point. And more often than not a loss is unexpected, certainly unwanted, and can be our undoing.
Pour yourself a cup of coffee and enjoy Java with Juli, a new podcast by host and clinical psychologist Dr. Juli Slattery. From the cozy setting of a coffee shop, Juli offers a woman’s perspective on intimacy and converses with guests about the challenges of being a contemporary Christian woman.
www.moodyradio.org/javawithjuli
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