Counseling the Clergyion
How to Help Victims of
Domestic Violence *

By SaraKay Smullens, M.S.W, B.CD. "

Abstract

n 1995, SaraKay Smullens was instrumental in forming a coalition, the Sabbath of
Domestic Peace, to involve and educate clergy of all demoninations about the reali-
ties of domestic violence. She describes clergy active participation as “the missing
link™ in addressing this virulent epidemic. The following paper describes the mission and
focus of the Sabbath of Domestic Peace coalition, its rotating sponsorships and the

process through which it came into being.
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We stress that a woman
should be asked if it is safe
for her to go home; and,

if not, whether she has a
place to go.

mate, one million women in the United States suffer nonfatal violence by an intimate each year
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, |995); by other estimates, four million women suffer a serious assault
by an intimate partner during an average |2-month period (APA, 1996).

While working with victims of domestic abuse as a consultant to the district attorney's office
in Philadelphia during the spring of 1994, | realized that no link existed between the clergy of all
denominations and the many civil servants, mental health professionals and others who were
working to eliminate domestic viclence in the Philadelphia region. It seemed imperative to form
a union between these groups, with the following communication and education pricrities: To
assist religious leaders in understanding the complexities of domestic viclence; to help them
respond to inadents of domestic
violence within their communities; to
support congregations in taking
action to prevent and reduce
domestic violence; and to provide
religicus leaders and members of
their congregations with psychologi-
cally sound information and referral
sources,

With the help of the district attomney's office, | compiled a list of
representatives from these major professions and interest groups working to prevent domestic
abuse: Family therapy social work, law, law enforcement, medicine, academia, feminist
organizations and volunteer groups, Letters were sent to 30 representatives of these interest
groups, asking them to join a coalition to educate clergy about domestic violence. | elicited the
suppart of the Pennsylvania chapter of the American |ewish Congress, whose president, |eff
Pasek, agreed that the chapter would be the inaugural sponsor of our new association, to be
called The Sabbath of Domestic Peace.

In its mission statement, The Sabbath of Damestic Peace identifies itself as "an interdiscipli-
nary, interfaith coalition to encourage and support the involvement of religicus leaders and con-
gregations in the greater Philadelphia area in their efforts to prevent and reduce domestic vio-
lence by raising awareness and providing educational and resource materials,

MNearly every one of the original invitees agreed to help organize this new coalition, and we
began to plan for a citywide observance one weekend in October, 1995, to communicate to
our area's myriad religious communities the realities and the impact of domestic violence.
Members of the coalition compiled a list of active community programs, shelters, and other
resources devoted to assisting victims of domestic violence.\We also gathered existing resource
materials on the subject, which we used to prepare a set of realistic, reliable guidelines to be
printed and circulated to clergy of all denominations for their use in counseling victims of

domestic viclenc

A next step was to obtain an endorsement from Philadelphia's Mayor, Ed Rendell (now run-
ning for the Democratic Nomination for Governor of Pennsyivania). Mayor Rendell not only
agreed, but provided space at City Hall for two open houses, and we sent letters to the lead-
ership of the major religions in the Philadelphia area, asking them to send representatives. Those
who came helped us to compile biblical references of hope and support, affirming that no one
should endure marital abuse; some provided copies of their own sermons to be added to our
materials for distribution. With the help of these representatives of the cloth, we comtacted
other clergy who were receptive to our mission, urging their participation. Gradually, represen-
tatives of all the major religions complemented and enhanced the professional membership of
our coalition. Ve became a most interesting and diverse group.

Within a few months, we were able to begin an intensive outreach effort for our first Sabbath
of Domestic Peace in October; 1995, Our goals were threefold: (I) to make personal contact

with as many clergy as we could, offering any input they
requested, including resource materials, workshops, speak-
ers, and in-house training sessions; (2) to ask all houses of
worship and faith communities in the Philadelphia area to
offer sermons or workshops on domestic violence during
the Sabbath of Domestic Peace weekend; and (3) to pro-
vide clergy with the written materials we had compiled for
their use and circulation. Mailing lists were provided by var-
ious religious dioceses and the Board of Rabbis, and indi-
vidual mailings were sent to churches in the Yellow Pages

not represented in our administrative lists,

Several clergy met with members of our coalition for
training, and the coalition was invited to supply speakers
and to organize workshops for a number of faith commu-
nities and volunteer groups, One member of our coalition
volunteered her public relations expertise on a pro bono
basis, and as result of her efforts, local newspapers pub-
lished several articles about the Sabbath of Domestic
Peace and its work, and members of the coalition were
invited to participate in many radio and television pro-
grams. At every opportunity we communicated the impor-
tance of a relationship between clergy and mental health

professionals.

The information which the cealition continues to arcu-
late through the mail, through media, and through work-
shops and speaking engagements includes material that
therapists know well, but which many clergy do not. The
coalition’s materials are inclusive, and clergy and congre-
gants are able to use them in their own workshops with-
out participation from the coalition. In workshops, discus-
sion groups, speaking engagements, television and radio
appearances, and in all printed materials, members of the
coalition emphasize the alarming statistics about domestic
abuse and share five condse educational capsules that we
developed which have proven effective in educating clergy
as well as layman: (I) Effective Clergy Counseling; (2)
Myths and Realities of Domestic Abuse and Violence; (3)
Why Women Stay; (4) The Emotional Dance of Domestic
Violence; and (5) The Many Faces of Domestic Viclence.

|. Effective Clergy Counseling

We urge religious leaders to keep in mind that a clergy-
man may be the first person an abused woman talks to
about her situation. VWe advise themn to recognize that it is
difficult for 2 woman to acknowledge that she is a victim of
abuse, She may not label what happens to her at home as
abuse; instead, she may talk about her partner being upset
ar things not going well at home, We advise clergy to listen
to what they are told, believe what they hear, and under-
stand that women may be embarrassed, confused, or
ambivalent about what they are experiencing. We also ask
clergy to be aware that it usually takes time for an abused
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partner to be able to leave a marriage. We ask them to communicate that
no one deserves to be hurt, and that the parishioner's safety and that of their
children are of deep concern. We ask that they tell victims of abuse that they
are not alone and that help is available. We stress that a woman should be
asked if it is safe for her to go home; and, if not, whether she has a place to
go. In addition, we advise that she be told about the need for a thorough plan
for leaving—when to go, whom to call and whom not call, what to take, and
so on. Further; she needs to be provided with an updated list of resources
available to help her Above all, we advise against suggesting joint marriage
counseling, because this can be dangerous until the violence has stopped and
a wornan is safe; an abused woman who speaks openly in counseling sessions
with her partner is in danger of being assaulted following a session, as are her

children.

2. Myths and Realities of Domestic Abuse
and Violence

We communicate the most common myths about domestic abuse and

their corresponding realities:

Myth: ‘Women enjoy being abused.
Reality: Mo one enjoys being abused.

Myth: ‘What happens in the home is private. Outsiders should not get
imvolved

Reality: Tumning away from abuse in a home is tantamount to condoning vio-
lence. Ending domestic abuse is everyone's responsibility:

Myth:  Women invent or exaggerate stories of abuse.

Reality: An abused woman is very reluctant to come forward and reveal what
has happened to her, When she does get the courage to reach out for
heip, she must be believed.

Myth:  ‘Women are to blame; they provoke domestic violence.
Reality: A woman's behavior is not a cause or an excuse for violence.

Myth:  Domestic viclence is a problern anly among the poor and mincrity
Broups.
Readlity: Demestic violence happens in il cultures, races, and classes.

Myth:  Financial security stops domestic violence.
Reality: Demestic violence occurs ot ofl socioeconomic levels,

Myth: Abusers are violent toward everyone, everywhere.
Reality: Abusers may be charming, helpful, and kind to thase with whom they
work or with whom they are involved in the community. Their abuse

may occur only in their homes.

Myth: Marriage stops the abuse.
Reality: Violence escalates when an abuser marries.

Myth: Bape cannot happen in marriage.
Reality: When ane is forced to engage in sexual acts against her or his wifl, o
rape has occurred.

Myth: Prayer and faith alone will stop the abuse.
Reality: Prayer and faith alone will not stop the abuse.

Myth:  Any woman could leave an abusive situation if she really wanted to.
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Reality: Leaving an abuser is a very complicated process.

Myth:  Abusive partners will always abuse.

Reality: The “honeymoon phase® of dormestic violence should nat be confused
with a de-escalation of viclence. However, with the right combination of
counseling or therapy, commitment, determination, hard work, and com-
munity support, it is possible to change abusive patterns.

3. Why Women Stay

In discussing the question of why women stay, we concentrate on their fear,
the risks of their leaving, their lack of economic resources, their physical and
emational isclation, their commitment to their partners, and their hope for
change. We also address their confidence in the value of counseling for the
abuser, which is a long and difficult challenge and only effective when a full
commitment is made to a process that is exceedingly painful Ve also address
the problems of societal denial of domestic abuse, religious and cultural pres-
sures to keep a family intact, the immobilizing impact of shame and humilia-
tion, and the misguided belief that any father in the home, even an abusive
one, is better than no father at all.

4. The Emotional Dance of Domestic Violence

In examining the emotional aspects of domestic violence, we affirm that
abusive partners have an excessive need to control, but that this is only part
of their story. Abusers have an impulse to control because their early child-
hood development needs have not been met: They have not learned how to
care for themselves or
their families in an adult
way, and they attempt to
avoid facing their feelings
of inadequacy or having
others discover their
shameful secret. We
explain that when frustrated by their
own feelings of inadequacy, their only
recourse is to react with rage, Because of their feelings of inadequacy and
inferiority, they expect their partners to constantly parent, nurture, and pro-
tect them, and react abusively when their partners do not.\We emphasize that
abusive partners usually do not realize that they experience these frustrations
or that they vent their feelings of inadequacy and helplessness through vic-
lence toward others. Further, we point out that women who remain in abu-
sive relationships may not have achieved the self-esteem necessary to feel safe
and secure within themselves; to compensate, they develop a strong need to
be needed and remain in situations in which their abusive partners depend
upon them, Often these victims do not realize that the "honeymoon phase”
following an abusive episode is but a phase preceding the next episode of vio-
lence. The predictable viclence they endure again and again continues to

erode their seif-esteem.

5. The Many Faces of Domestic Violence

In analyzing the many expressions of domestic viclence, we define physical
abuse, sexual abuse, and emotional abuse, explaining that abusive interaction
results from leamed and developmental patterns of behavior: To decrease
domestic abuse, it is essential to understand how one really feels about sig-
nificant people and events, to deal with unresolved anger toward parents, to

The predictable violence
they endure again and
again continues to erode
their self-esteem.
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