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Domestic violence, which is also referred to as intimate partner violence because it occurs between people 

regardless of marital status, is a common and complex social problem that affects victims, perpetrators 

and their children in a myriad of ways – spiritually, physically, sexually, emotionally and financially. In 

the context of the Church, domestic violence can be even more challenging, because Church is one of the 

few places that people are often known in the context of their family, not as individuals; and in faith 

settings there is significant value placed on preserving family.  

 

What is domestic violence of intimate partner violence? 

 

A pattern of assaultive and coercive behaviors that may include inflicted physical injury, 

psychological [and verbal] abuse, sexual assault, progressive social isolation, stalking, deprivation, 

intimidation and threats. These behaviors are perpetrated by someone who is, was, or wishes to be 

involved in an intimate or dating relationship with an adult or adolescent, and are aimed at 

establishing control by one partner over the other. [Source: Futures Without Violence] 

 

It impacts adult and teen women, men and LGBTQ, as well as their children, and occurs in all 

socioeconomic strata. The victim and offender can be either gender. While violence/abuse can be 

mutual and is often described by couples in this way, more often than not, one person is the primary 

aggressor and the other is responding when provoked. Domestic violence may include any one or any 

combination of the following: emotional/psychological, verbal, sexual, financial and physical. 

Involved persons often describe it as occurring in cycles that escalate over time. Consequences are 

often severe even if not outwardly apparent, and can range from low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, 

PTSD, financial devastation, physical injury and death.  

 

Supporting victims, perpetrators and families impacted by domestic violence is difficult nuanced work. It 

is not routine counseling; and a counseling approach can often put a family in grave danger. Pastors are 

urged to learn about the prevalence of domestic violence in their community, to accept that it is happening 

within their congregation, and to recognize that while there may be no physical injuries, abuse may very 

well be present and violence may be on the very near horizon. Pastors are strongly encouraged to refer 

parishioners to local domestic violence programs for assistance, particularly when a separation is eminent.  

 

From the perspective of the church and pastoral care, support for domestic violence is challenging. While 

it may seem that faith guides you to engage with the family in resolving their problems and in seeking 

reconciliation and forgiveness, this is in fact contra indicated at the earliest stages of disclosure. While it 

is true that all members of the family are hurting – parents and children – when the dynamics of abuse 

and violence are present safety, not faith tenants, must be the first priority. 

 

On the following pages you will find suggestions regarding how to respond to victims, perpetrators and 

their children. You will also find a short list of local resources, books and pastoral training sources 

specializing in domestic violence. 

 

 

  



      

PASTORAL CONSIDERATIONS WHEN SUPPORTING A VICTIM: 
 

• Be aware that your response to the victim is critical – your perceived support of the victim could 

save their life, while your perceived judgment could lead to harm or death. 

Be mindful of how you are feeling upon disclosure and keep your internal reactions in 

check. You must remain calm in the presence of the victim. 

 

It’s normal to be frightened upon disclosure, but you must resist the urge to push the 

victim to leave. Leaving is statistically the most dangerous step a victim can take; it 

requires careful and skilled planning. If the situation warrants urgent action, working 

with the victim, call 911 or your local domestic violence hotline.  

• Try to see the victim with healthy detachment, as an individual in need of your help, not as a 

member of the family you have observed and interacted with at church. 

• Listen and do your best to contain your feelings (shock/anger/disbelief/sadness) about what is 

being disclosed, particularly if the perpetrator is known to you.  

 

• Victims will often minimize the risk they are facing. As a trusted resource, you can offer 

perspective. Prioritize safety of the victim (and their children) over all else. 

Throughout the conversation, gently bring the client back to the issue of their safety as 

you can. Showing them your concern for their safety helps recognize the risk and it builds 

trust in you.  

• Resist offering to mediate the conflict and do not suggest couples/marriage counseling. | 

(When there is violence/abuse or the threat of it in a relationship, the abused partner cannot speak 

freely in the abuser’s presence; should the pastor challenge the abuser, it puts the victim at high 

risk for violence when the session ends and the couple returns home.) 

• Maintain confidentiality of the victim; do not “call in the troops” in an effort to build support or 

contact the perpetrator to intervene on behalf of the victim. (If the victim decides to seek 

emergency shelter, do not disclose any information about the victim to anyone.) 

• Be present to the victim and offer supportive feedback. For example: “You are not to blame.”  

“It is not your fault.” “Abuse and violence are never acceptable in the eyes of God.” Do not 

attempt to rescue the victim, problem-solve for them, or tell them what they should do. 

 

• Be aware that the victim seeking your counsel is afraid, ashamed, vulnerable and probably 

desperate. Their coming forward was most likely precipitated by an abusive/violent incident or 

the threat of one. It is also very possible that they are coming forward because they are 

contemplating suicide; suicidal ideation is very often present in domestic violence victims who 

feel trapped and hopeless and believe that death is their only way out.    
 

• Be cognizant that the victim is going to withhold many of the details regarding their situation 

because they are ashamed and don’t know who to trust. This behavior is appropriate on their part. 

 

• Accept that you don’t need to know everything about the situation to be able to help. 

 

Consider this analogy.  

You are driving home and come upon a car that hit a telephone pole a moment before. 

You didn’t see the accident happen, but the car is running, the airbag appears to be 

deployed, and the driver is still in the car. Hypothetically, what do you do?  

 

 



      
▪ Stop, pull over and call 911 to report the accident  

▪ Get out of your car to see how the person is doing. They are groggy, confused, 

possibly injured, maybe embarrassed or angry. 

 

What do you say to them? Do you try to find out what happened and why? Probably not, 

in this case, you would normally accept the situation at face value, comfort the victim and 

assure them that help is on the way   

 

It this example, where the victim is not familiar to you, it is easier to remain detached while 

being genuinely concerned about them. This degree of concern and detachment is important 

when working with DV victims and may seem counter-intuitive to the way in which you 

have been taught to counsel your flock, particularly when they are vulnerable and afraid. 

However, it is the safest, most appropriate response for you and the victim.  

 

• Do not be afraid to suggest that this problem is too big to handle alone or through the church and 

facilitate connections to outside resources. (see resources) 

 

It’s important to offer options gently, not push them or issue ultimatums. To do so assumes 

control – which is what the abusive partner does -- and it reinforces the negative messages the 

abuser has told them (e.g., they are stupid, they will never make it alone, etc…). Be an ally, 

be a confidant, and as hard as it may be, trust them. 

 

While it may be difficult for you to understand the choices they are making, it’s important to 

know that they are making choices based on what they know about their partner’s past 

behavior. They are choosing what they believe will keep them (and their children) safe. They 

know when it will be the right time to act, and your support will empower and encourage 

them.  

  

• Be prepared to call 911 if injuries are reported or observed; or if the victim expresses suicidal 

ideation or discloses violence or threats of violence with a weapon (knife, firearm). 

 

• If they want to pray with you, offer intercessions for guidance and hope. Offer affirmations that 

God’s grace is always given to them freely and that they are not alone or forgotten; if you feel 

able, share scripture that supports what God expects of men and women in relationships (select 

texts that show God’s wish for us to love, honor, cherish each other… not headship.) 

 

 

PASTORAL CONSIDERATIONS WHEN SUPPORTING A PERPETRATOR: 
 

• Most importantly, try to see the accused perpetrator with healthy detachment, as an individual in 

need of your help, not as the partner of the victim or as a member of the family you have 

observed and interacted with at church. 

If the victim has entered emergency shelter or otherwise left the relationship, remember 

to retain their confidentiality.  

 

• Perpetrators may seek you following the victim’s departure and present as desperate, lost and 

overcome. Their coming to you at this time is at its core, an attempt to regain control of their 

victim and seek your support/collusion in getting them back. 

 

Although there is truth in their sadness, what is most likely below the surface is the need 

to regain control over their partner, this is why leaving is the most dangerous time. 

Perpetrators, particularly if they are educated and socially engaged (as they often are in 

the suburbs), know that what they’ve been doing to the victim is wrong, but they don’t 

know how to stop, may not be willing to stop, and will do anything to restore “normal”. 

 



      

• Should you decide to seek the perpetrator, be prepared for them to try to show themselves to you 

as the victim or try to otherwise cast blame off themselves. Those who abuse their intimate 

partners do so from a deep place of insecurity and pain. However, they must be held accountable 

for their behavior, before any work to address the deep wounds can begin.  

 

Counseling perpetrators is difficult and specialized work. Though faith and seeking a 

relationship with God is often instrumental in changing the behavior and healing the old 

wounds, the behavior and accountability for it must come first. (See resource list) 

 

• If they want to pray with you, offer intercessions for forgiveness and hope. Offer affirmations that 

God’s grace is always given to those seeking reconciliation with Him; and that looking to the 

Lord for guidance will bring comfort. If you feel able or if specifically requested, share scripture 

that supports what God expects of men and women in relationships (select texts that show God’s 

wish for us to love, honor, cherish each other… not headship.) 

 

 

PASTORAL CONSIDERATIONS WHEN SUPPORTING COUPLES SEEKING 

CARE TOGETHER: 
 

• Be able to identify signs of domestic violence that may present when couples seek counseling 

together. This is difficult and requires some knowledge of domestic violence dynamics (see 

power & control wheel in list of resources.) The two most common scenarios are: 

  

1: The perpetrator, as a way of extending their control of the victim, will demand that the 

victim participate with them in counseling with the pastor to resolve a recent wrong doing 

on the part of the victim. Their motivation is to shame the victim and seek validation 

from the pastor of their position (engaging the pastor who is unaware of the abusive 

dynamics in the relationship in collusion). The perpetrator may also do this as a way to 

show the victim that the pastor is not a safe person to contact for help. 

 

2: The victim, in a moment of strength, will give an ultimatum to the perpetrator that they 

must agree to go for pastoral counseling or the victim is leaving. When the couple arrives 

at the appointment, the perpetrator, who is likely pouting or agitated, dominates the 

discussion as they take the position of “self-declared victim” (e.g., our life used to be so 

wonderful, until she/he started…), leaving the actual victim to defend herself or himself 

in front of the pastor.  

 

 

 

PASTORAL CONSIDERATIONS WHEN SUPPORTING CHILDREN: 
 

• Advise the victim, and if appropriate the perpetrator, how the abuse/violence is hurting their 

children. (With perpetrators particularly, this can be an important motivating factor and lead to 

taking responsibility for their behavior and deciding to change it.) 

 

If violence toward the children is disclosed (physical, sexual, emotional, intimidation or 

witnessing incidents between parents), contact Child Protective Services and request 

intervention. 

 

• Suggest that the children receive their own support services to help them through this situation 

and help to find resources. 

 

• Protect the confidentiality of the children within the Church; if the victim agrees, offer yourself or 

the youth pastor/leader as a supportive ear for the children. Always arrange for the children to be 

seen privately, without either parent present. Do not share what children tell you in sessions with 



      
either parent. 

 

• As the family moves toward resolution in what ever form it may take, if appropriate and 

supported by the victim (or if reconciliation is being sought, both parents), discuss the possibility 

of offering the children adult mentors in the church. 

 

 

 

 

Domestic Violence Resource List 

 
Article: Ministry of Vulnerability: Pastoral Care with Victims of Domestic Violence (Oates Journal) 

http://journal.oates.org/artical-archive/volume-3-2000/238-gilbert-2000a 

 

Book: Domestic Violence: What Every Pastor Needs to Know Author: Al Miles 

 

Book: The Emotionally Abusive Relationship Author: Leslie Vernick 

Christian counselor with understanding and sensitivity to Christians, addresses many environments where 

abuse exists, sites scripture, etc. Excellent web site, free downloadable resources www.leslievernick.com 

 

Book: Why Does He Do That? Author: Lundy Bancroft 

Leading expert on atterer/abuser psychology. 

 

Resource: Faith Trust Institute     www.faithtrustinstitute.org 

FaithTrust Institute is a national, multi-faith, multicultural training and education organization with global 

reach working to end sexual and domestic violence. 

 

Resource: Focus Ministries      www.focusministries1.org 

FOCUS Ministries is a not-for-profit 501(c)(3) organization offering hope, encouragement, support, 

education, spiritual direction, and assistance to teens, women, and families who experience domestic 

violence, destructive relationships, separation, or divorce.  

 

Local resources: 
 

RESOLVE of Greater Rochester  585-425-1580 www.resolve-roc.org  

RESOLVE provides non-residential transitional services focused on healing and rebuilding lives after 

exposure to domestic or dating violence. The program’s roots are in ministry and RESOLVE recognizes 

that honoring and supporting a survivor’s spiritual needs through the healing process is critical. The 

individual counseling is trauma informed and short-term; supplemented by support group and personal 

empowerment programs. Services are offered at low or no cost, clients are invited to pay as they can 

toward the cost of their care but will never be turned away. Victims/suvivors can be living anywhere in 

the greater Rochester metro area (6 counties). RESOLVE also provides prevention education to faith-

based, community & teen programs. Counselors are available Mon-Thurs from 9am-5pm to speak with 

female or male victims/survivors by phone and to conduct screening. Intake is by appointment only. 

 

Willow Domestic Violence Center 585-232-7353 www.willowcenterny.org 

24/7 crisis hotline and emergency shelter services. Willow serves women in Monroe County and 

specializes in crisis intervention. They also have counseling, support groups, court advocacy and a secure 

waiting area in Family Court to help victims seeking orders of protection. Services are provided free of 

charge. 

 

For children: Society for the Protection & Care of Children (SPCC) 

 585-325-6101  www.spcc-roch.org 
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