Domestic Abuse

INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

In 2002 the Methodist Conference received the Report Domestic Violence and the Methodist Church - The Way Forward.  This Report was based on evidence researched by Roehampton University of Surrey, Southlands College, as a commission from the Women’s Network of the Methodist Church and the Family and Personal Relationships Committee, into domestic violence in the Methodist Church. The findings included the startling statistic that the incidence in the Methodist Church reflected the incidence in society as a whole. One in four women and one in nine men personally experienced domestic abuse
. The recommendations which the Report contained were then adopted by the Conference in 2002 and this report is the result of the work that then ensued.

A working party was brought together from the two committees. It included members with practical experience of working with domestic abuse as well as those with personal experience of it. People working professionally in the field also brought to the group expertise and knowledge of the issue. 

The work began in November 2002 when time was spent building working relationships and identifying tasks to be done. The working party decided on a mixture of residential meetings and one-day consultations, as well as identifying, at various stages of the journey, those who would act as critical friends. The group extends sincere thanks to the many men and women who so willingly accepted the tasks offered them and who engaged critically with the work. Smaller groups and individuals took discrete pieces of work away to bring back to the whole group and thus painstaking but significant progress was made.

The group is indebted to Jane Craske from the Faith and Order Committee of the Methodist Church, who came to work with us half way through our time together, listened to and crystallised our thinking, and drew together a coherent paper which is now the Theology section of this report (Section II).

The working party has also been enriched by the valuable contributions of representatives of partner Churches and I am grateful to their denominations for giving them the time and financial support to enable them to do this. This gesture of support and collaboration over an issue that affects us all, regardless of our denominational boundaries is, I think, particularly heartening when co-operation with one another is so important for the Christian Church over matters that affect the human condition.  

It has been a very humbling and painful experience to receive the stories of men and women who have been abused. The group thanks them most sincerely for trusting us with what has happened to them and it is the hope of the group that this report goes some way to offering them some redemption from the life that they have known.

There were times during the life of the working party when it was obvious that there was much to do, indeed more than had originally been thought and more than was outlined in the recommendations in the 2002 report to the Conference. 

There is a need for more work to be done in the area of domestic abuse and this will be identified in the recommendations. 

It should also be recognised that as scientific research progresses into human behaviours and cause and effect, more will be known about abusive behaviour than when this report was being written. Further, the impact of the Domestic Violence Crime and Victims Act (2004) will need to be recognised. Knowledge thus gained from the professional field together with this report and work being done by other agencies will all help to create a safer environment for those who are victims and perpetrators of domestic abuse to disclose what has been and is part of their daily lives. It therefore may be necessary to review the work done so far, at a future date.

Finally my thanks go to all those who have worked so diligently and consistently with me on this report. Together we have learnt much, shared a great deal and longed for a Church whose society is rid of all things that deny God in our everyday lives as well as within our structures and practices.

Thank you.

Margaret Sawyer 2005
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"It is becoming increasingly accepted that violence within the family is no longer a purely ‘domestic’ issue. It is a problem which belongs to society as a whole, and which should properly be the subject of debate and co-operation between health, policy and legal professionals …" Dame Elizabeth Butler-Sloss

SECTION I: SETTING THE SCENE

What is domestic abuse?

1.1
In the UK, there is not currently (August 2004) one definition of domestic violence. The Home Office
 defines domestic violence as “Any violence between current and former partners in an intimate relationship, wherever and whenever the violence occurs. The violence may include physical, sexual, emotional and financial abuse”.  Some Government agencies and voluntary sector organisations use different definitions (e.g. the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), the Association of Chief Police Officers, Women’s Aid). Again, these definitions are not restricted just to physical abuse and frequently include verbal abuse, coercion, isolation, threats and intimidation.

1.2
Much highly-regarded work on domestic violence has been done in New Zealand.  The New Zealand Domestic Violence Act 1995 [which came into force in 1996], broadens the definition of domestic violence: "domestic violence'' in relation to any person, means violence against that person by any other person with whom that person is, or has been, in a domestic relationship. The Act also widens the definition of domestic violence to include family violence - 

“In this section, (of the Act) ‘violence’ means physical abuse, sexual abuse, psychological abuse, including, but not limited to intimidation, harassment, damage to property, threats of physical, sexual and psychological abuse.

A person (but not the victim) psychologically abuses a child if s/he causes the child to see or hear the physical, sexual, or psychological abuse of a person with whom the child has a domestic relationship, or puts the child or allows the child to be put at real risk of seeing or hearing abuse occurring.

A single act may amount to abuse.  A number of acts that form part of a pattern of behaviour may amount to abuse even though the same acts when viewed in isolation may appear minor or trivial.”

1.3
In this report, therefore, the words “domestic abuse” have been used rather than “domestic violence” to reflect both present thinking in this field, and to reflect the much wider effects of abuse, of any kind, in the context of intimate relationships. Statistics may be recorded as reported incidents of “violence”, as in the British Crime Survey figures below, but the seriously damaging effects of threats, force, psychological and financial abuse are being increasingly recognised, as outlined in the definitions quoted above.
Who experiences domestic abuse?    

1.4
Findings from the British Crime Survey 2001
 show that 13% of women and 9% of men suffered domestic violence (abuse, threats or force), sexual victimisation or stalking in the twelve months prior to the survey. Of these, women experienced on average twenty incidents and men seven.  The Survey also shows that women make up the overwhelming majority of the most heavily abused group - 89% of the most severely abused people were women and, of these, 32% had experienced four or more incidents of domestic violence from the perpetrator of the worst incident compared with 11% of men. Figures from the British Crime Survey cover England and Wales only; however figures obtained by the Scottish Executive from the Scottish Police Forces in 1999 yield very similar results.  
1.5
The majority of incidents of domestic abuse are committed by men towards women, but men are also abused by their female partners, and domestic abuse can also occur in same-sex relationships.
 People who have some disability are particularly vulnerable. Older or housebound people may also be vulnerable to abuse from carers. In this report our focus in general is on abuse of women by male partners, but throughout we need to stay aware that abuse of all kinds is unacceptable and, as Good Practice Guidelines are developed for practical use, they should apply in any relationship.
1.6
In some communities, people escaping from abuse face additional difficulties which may be related to their culture and experience of racial and religious discrimination, or to their sexual orientation, disability, financial situation, class or age. 
What effects may domestic abuse have on the abused person?
1.7
Domestic abuse generally takes place in a context where one person uses power and control to dominate and to ensure that the other complies. It is surrounded by myths and prejudice, to the extent that both women and men who have been abused fear that they will not be believed, that they deserve what has happened. Self-esteem may be so damaged that women are unable to ask for help or feel unworthy of help; men may feel that if they speak out, their masculinity is in question. Constant bullying or criticism, isolation, intimidation and degradation effectively make the sufferers prisoners in their own homes. They go through a whole range of emotions, and may feel humiliated, frightened, ashamed and alone. Self-doubt may be so strong that they even question their own sanity. Abuse “messes with your head, and it messes with your heart”, commented a domestic abuse worker to the working group. Generally, domestic abuse is a gender-orientated crime, and the incidents of abuse to women are more frequent and more severe. However, men who have been abused in a relationship may describe similar feelings to women. The working group has been greatly moved by stories from both male and female victims. In general, male victims are less likely to have been repeat victims of assault, to have been seriously injured, or to report feeling fearful in their own homes.
 
Abuse is often blamed on alcohol or drugs. Use of alcohol and/or drugs by the abuser may exacerbate the likelihood or severity of abuse of a partner, but is not the sole cause. People experiencing domestic abuse may turn to alcohol or drugs as a means of coping, but this substance abuse is result, not cause, and frequently stops in the safety of a refuge. 
1.8
Men who use physical violence against their partner typically use it as part of an escalating pattern of extreme control, and may be well aware of what injuries will be obvious and what will remain hidden. Injuries to the torso, or blows to the head covered by hair will not be visible; should injury be visible, the woman will not be allowed to go out. 

Women can inflict severe physical abuse on men, but this is rarely pre-calculated to be hidden. Health care professionals are becoming increasingly aware of the need to ask the right questions in the right way, and without a partner present. Accident and Emergency departments encounter the woman who has “fallen over, down stairs, or walked into something”, as the given reason for her broken wrist or bruising. Roddy Doyle’s novel, The Woman who Walked into Doors, tells of the accident-prone patient at the emergency room, and highlights a picture of an underlying story of love, black eyes and bruises, second chances, and the eventual decision to leave. 

It remains a horrifying statistic that two women a week are killed by a current or former partner, in England and Wales 
.
1.9
Women with children who are being abused may fear that the children will be taken away if they speak out. Abused women fear that they will have no money and nowhere to live if they leave their abuser. Being isolated from friends or family is frightening, and leads to lack of confidence and an inability to make decisions. Staying in, or returning to, an abusive situation may seem better than the alternative. At the same time, a woman may still love the partner who abuses her, desperately wanting to believe protestations that it will never happen again, and may find numerous ways of trying to change what is happening. Research shows that on average a woman will have been abused around 35 times before seeking help.
 The moment of making a decision to leave or to speak out is one of the most dangerous times, and trusting someone enough to ask for help is a big step, when trust has been destroyed.

1.10
Within the Church, women and men are afraid of not being believed, of being blamed, or of  having the abuse minimised.  The Way Forward Report
, Women, Church and Society in Wales
,  and the Government publication Unlocking the Secret
, for example, all describe experiences of women seeking help within a Church setting; some of these are positive, describing support, but far too many show a lack of awareness and understanding from ministers or Church leaders. Some stories tell of ministers telling a woman she must go back, or of themselves taking her back into the abusive relationship. In a different way, stories from men indicate a range of responses within the Church, from disregard and disbelief to support and positive affirmation.

What effects may domestic abuse have on children?

1.11
Research shows that domestic abuse is also an important indicator of risk of harm to  children. There is a strong correlation between domestic abuse in a household and child abuse. A study in Australia in 1993 showed that domestic violence was a feature in 55% of the physical child abuse cases and 40% of the child sexual abuse cases.

1.12
The effects of domestic abuse on children are wide-ranging and complex, and have a tendency to compound each other. They begin before birth:  pregnancy is often a trigger point for abuse, or for an escalation in existing abuse to the mother. The unborn baby is at risk of physical injury – or death - from severe violence, and also from emotional abuse, as babies are able to hear in the womb. In addition, physiological responses to stress in the mother can affect the growth and development of the brain of the unborn baby.

1.13
Shortly after birth, a child in an abusive household is vulnerable to direct physical and emotional abuse and neglect from the abusive parent, and there can be other damage. The development of the brain and thought processes can be affected, either because of the direct effects of living in an abusive and violent environment or through problems with the attachment
 process. Both of these can lead to significant long-term difficulties with social and emotional development, including the ability to form healthy relationships.

1.14
Fear of an abusive partner and his/her response to the child may also affect the natural parenting style, e.g. by forcing children to keep out of the way, play quietly, and not mix with people outside the family. Financial control by an abusive partner can prevent children having access to leisure activities, school trips or nursery placements.

1.15
In an abusive household, as children grow older they are all subjected to emotional abuse by witnessing directly or indirectly the abuse of a parent. They may be injured when trying to intervene even if they are not deliberately subject to physical abuse. School-age children may be either withdrawn or aggressive, reluctant to leave the abused parent for fear of what might happen, or unwilling to return home as school feels a safer place. These children often fail to achieve their potential, or attend too diligently to their studies as a means of escape. They often have remarkable loyalty to both the abusing and the abused parent and store up in silence scenes and information which would seem too difficult to share.

1.16
Children growing up in an abusive household are likely to be denied the opportunity of having good role models of mutually respectful relationships. They themselves may struggle later with relationships. Church can play an important part here in providing safe, consistent human contact, demonstrating equal, respectful relationships, and - perhaps even more importantly - showing to the child that there is someone there who cares.

1.17
 Contact with both parents after separation is important, but it must be safe contact. In the Government consultations with survivors, numerous women expressed their fear of continued abuse of themselves or the children through unsupervised contact
. This point is also highlighted in a Metropolitan Police report.
 The Women’s National Commission
 and Women’s Aid have proposed - 


i.
that in cases of domestic violence the court must not grant residence or unsupervised contact to the violent parent unless it is satisfied that this can be arranged safely for everyone concerned, and 


ii.
that this be accompanied by a mandatory risk assessment checklist in all family proceedings involving allegations of domestic violence, and 


iii.
that this includes a comprehensive assessment of the child by an appropriately qualified professional.

What happens to the abuser?

1.18
The short answer is that at present probably little happens to the abuser.  In most situations the onus will be upon the victim to initiate action from any external agency.  The victim may be unwilling or unable to take this step.

In the courts

1.19
As noted above (para 1.8 and footnote),  in  England  and  Wales, a woman will be assaulted by her partner or ex-partner 35 times before reporting it to the police.  Domestic violence is the least likely violent crime to be reported to the police. The British Crime Survey 2000 found that just under one third of incidents were reported
.  An evaluation of specialist Domestic Violence Courts dated March 2004
 showed that the average percentage of Domestic Violence incidents resulting in arrest over five areas varied from 9% to 31%.  Of cases actually received by the Crown Prosecution Service only 32% pleaded or were found guilty. Where a sentence was applicable, 30% received a conditional discharge, 60% received a financial penalty (average £161) and 13% received a custodial sentence.

1.20
In England and Wales, some people experiencing domestic abuse obtain civil orders from Family Courts, which protect them from further abuse. Breach of such an order amounts to a contempt of court and the perpetrator can be sent to prison, although not usually for the first breach. The new Domestic Violence and Victims Act 2004 gives additional powers, making breaches into criminal offences.  Some abusers may be prevented by the courts from having contact with their children, though less than 1% of contact applications are refused annually 
.

1.21
In Scotland, the Protection from Abuse (Scotland) Act 2001 came into force in February 2002, its aim being “to take all practicable measures toward elimination of domestic abuse including a clear acknowledgement that responsibility for abuse lies firmly with the perpetrator”
. The main provision of this Act is the attachment of power of arrest to interdict. The person suffering abuse then has to apply to the court for this attachment but, once obtained, the police no longer have discretion but must arrest and detain the abuser if the interdict is breached. The abuser must then appear in court on the first day after the arrest. A power of arrest can be made for a period of up to three years but may be extended by the court for a further three years. 
Help for abusers

1.22
Some abusers are concerned by their behaviour and actively seek help.  The current options include counselling and medical help for associated issues such as alcohol dependence, as well as ‘anger management’ - which is not specifically targeted at perpetrators of domestic abuse.  Specialised programmes for abusers are described in more detail below.
1.23
A national network of local men’s programmes became established in Britain in the late 1980s in the state and voluntary sectors, catering for volunteers and convicted offenders.  Standards have been raised over the years through the establishment of good practice guidelines and implementation of programmes based on the Duluth Intervention Project
.  The Home Office has established criteria for accreditation of programmes and is funding research.  

1.24
The provision of courses is patchy and extremely poorly funded in both statutory and voluntary sectors.  Opinion is divided on the effectiveness of programmes. They are not a panacea.  Some feel resources could be better spent on victims, that it is difficult to evaluate the outcomes of programmes, that they can be inherently dangerous to victims and that the abusers should be locked up.  On the other hand, when asked, victims very frequently state that they love the perpetrator but just want the control and violence to stop.  Many think their partners can change.  Attitudinal change is extremely difficult but evaluations have shown that some men through participation succeed in reducing their dangerousness. The justification for running and financing perpetrator programmes is therefore that victims want their partners to change, that a just and moral society has a duty to offer the hope and opportunity of change and assistance to those wanting to change and that for some men there is definite improvement.

Why should the Methodist Church be concerned?
Methodist research findings
1.25
The Women's Network of the Methodist Church with the Family and Personal Relationships Committee commissioned research into domestic abuse and the Church's response and attitude towards it. The findings of that research were published in the Report Domestic Violence and the Methodist Church - The Way Forward in 2001.  The research found that the experience of domestic abuse affects the lives of many church members - 17% of those questioned had been affected. One in four female respondents - the same level as in wider society - and one in nine male respondents reported experiencing domestic violence from a partner as an adult.

1.26
The research highlights occasions when perpetrators in the Church were seen to have been protected and victims and survivors have felt rejected and ignored by Church leaders and members, as well as situations where effective pastoral and practical help has been offered.

1.27
The writers of this follow-up report believe that this inconsistency of attitudes and responses epitomises why it is essential that the issue of domestic abuse is addressed by the Methodist Church. It is essential to the health and well-being of the Church that it is known to be transparent and clear about how unacceptable behaviour is handled, and how care is offered to those in need.

Wider society

1.28
Government statistics, and research in wider society, demonstrate the extent of domestic abuse and indicate a need for further involvement by Churches and all concerned persons. Government has been raising the profile of the issue of domestic abuse through its Consultation Paper Safety and Justice 
 in 2003 and the Domestic Violence Crime and Victims Act 2004. Government proposals fall into three sections:  prevention and education, protection and justice, provision and support.  Consultations with survivors (published in Unlocking the Secret)  indicate a need for Churches to take seriously how these issues are addressed within Church communities.

1.29
“Life, liberty and security of person” are basic human rights
. A current Amnesty International campaign says: “The power structures within society which perpetuate violence against women are deep-rooted and intransigent” and calls upon all nations to tackle this at international, national and local community levels, working across culture, religion and tradition.  “Violence against women is perhaps the most shameful human rights violation. As long as it continues, we cannot claim to be making any real progress towards equality, development and peace.” UN Secretary General Kofi Annan
  
1.30
Womankind Worldwide published a Report on Violence Against Women in the UK,  to inform the United Nations' work on the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). One of its general recommendations says:   “discrimination includes gender-based violence, that is, violence that is disproportionately directed against a woman because she is a woman, or that affects women disproportionately. It includes acts that inflict physical, mental or sexual harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and other deprivations of liberty. Gender-based violence may breach specific provisions of the Convention, regardless of whether those provisions expressly mention violence”.

The response of other Churches 

1.31
In this country, the Baptist Union of Great Britain has adopted a Charter (see para 4.4 of this report), and has produced a resources pack for local churches and ministers, Breaking the Silence, with the strap-line Following Jesus in a Violent World.
 The General Synod of the Church of England, in July 2004, passed a private members motion calling for national guidelines on issues of domestic abuse for those with pastoral care responsibilities, and urging dioceses to work and speak out on these issues. 

1.32
Worldwide, Churches have also begun to respond: the Seventh Day Adventist Church has adopted a statement
 on the Church's responsibility concerning family violence, and has produced training materials; the Lutheran World Federation has published a report
 ; the Mennonite Central Committee has a website specifically dedicated to issues of domestic abuse and family violence
; in the United States, the work of Dr Marie Fortune and the Faith Trust Institute (formerly the Center for the Prevention of Sexual and Domestic Violence) has been influential amongst Churches and other faith groups.
1.33
Some conservative evangelical churches are also reviewing how the whole issue of domestic abuse might be addressed in the context of Church, with the background of the Alsdurf paper on eight years of research into abuse in Christian homes.
 For example, the practical approach in Evangelicals Now
 considers the importance of appropriate teaching in the church, emphasising that male leadership in no way condones men’s domination or abuse, and that abuse is a sin which should not be tolerated in the Christian community. 

1.34
The Assemblies of God (AOG) Queensland Ministers’ Manual considers guidelines for managing domestic abuse by considering first whether the Church is part of the problem or part of the answer. In a broad overview of the issue, with helpful biblical references, the article looks at forgiveness, suffering, and the current AOG teaching on divorce and marriage, with the intention of promoting further discussion about what violates the marriage vows, and whether the Church has a right to demand commitment by a victim to a broken vow.

Social justice is a Methodist stance

1.35
The Methodist Church has been at the forefront of social justice issues right from the Wesleys’ own day.  The Revd Thomas Bowman Stephenson’s response to the plight of abandoned and desperate children was to set up the National Children’s Home which, as NCH, continues its work in imaginative and relevant ways to this day. Another example is the response of city Mission churches, such as the West London Mission, to victims of social injustice, providing food, clothing, accommodation, practical help and advice. This work goes on, as does the focus on social responsibility, even though the emphasis changes with the times.  More recently, Our Calling reminded Methodist people  that “The Church exists to be a good neighbour to people in need and to challenge injustice.”  Following on from Our Calling, the Methodist Conference of June 2004 confirmed in its statement Priorities for the Methodist Church that “The Methodist Church will give particular attention to … Supporting Community Development and action for justice, especially among the most deprived and poor – in Britain and Worldwide …” as one of its priorities. 
1.36
The Methodist Church has already acknowledged
 that domestic abuse exists within society, and within the Church itself. It has stated that the abuse of an adult or a child is not a private matter – something that should be kept in the family or community – it should be regarded as a crime. Any abuse which violates the partner relationship is a sin, against the abused person, against family, and wider community and against God. How then, in this century, are the  values that have been so apparent in  the history of  Methodism reflected? Domestic abuse has been shown to happen across cultures, classes, and races, and so “It doesn’t happen here” is no longer a viable stance. How do our patterns and practices reflect our thinking about abuse? What does theology teach us? 
1.37
If the Church holds the view that we should adopt standards that “appropriate the pattern which says that more is demanded of Christians in terms of love and respect, responsibility and care, than is expected by the society in which they live”, how would policy and practice reflect this?

1.38
Sections II, III and IV of this report begin to tackle some of these questions in response to the resolutions agreed at the Conference in 2002.


SECTION II: THEOLOGY

Theology in the context of domestic abuse

2.1
In 2002, in response to the Report Domestic Violence and the Methodist Church - The Way Forward?, the Conference adopted a recommendation that further work should focus on particular theological issues. “We recommend that [the working group overseeing further work] develops theological understandings of marriage, the family, violence and forgiveness...” The following section of this report does not begin with those subjects only, but addresses a wider variety of themes. Though mentioning marriage, it does not deal in great detail with a theology of marriage and the family. Other work on marriage and relationships, arising out of resolution 41/5 of the same Conference has been going on elsewhere.

2.2
This section of the report uses the resources of Christian theology for the sake of women and men caught up in domestic abuse. It is not intended to be prescriptive, but indicative of the kind of theological responses that might appropriately be made to the experiences of those caught up in domestic abuse. It does not deal with the whole theological spectrum, though the themes addressed are wider than some might expect. These themes are ones which emerge when people reflect theologically on experiences of domestic abuse - their own or other people’s. The fact that this is theology reflecting on the experience of particular people doesn’t mean that theology is just about human beings. Theology is in part the reflection we are able to do as human beings on what God is doing with us; what purposes God has for us.

2.3
The reflections which follow grow out of a belief that God wants human beings to flourish and grow in loving relationship with one another and with God. John’s Gospel uses the image of abundant life for this: “I am come that they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10). First and foremost this is what Christians understand as God’s purpose for people, through creation and redemption, where God’s grace, the joy of life in union with Christ and the freedom of the Spirit are open and offered to all. That must mean, in the context of this particular discussion, that God does not intend people to perpetrate or suffer from domestic abuse and that God works with us to end the damage and harm it does.

2.4
The theology in this report emerges from the following sorts of questions:

· What does Christian theology look like to those who are caught up in situations that involve domestic abuse?

· Which parts of the theological agenda are highlighted? Which theological themes come up most often?

· What kind of theology or what theological statements contribute to nourishing and supporting and healing those who have been victims of domestic abuse? 

· What kind of theology challenges the perpetrators of abuse?

· What kind of theology seems to damage and degrade victims and uphold or support those who perpetrate the abuse?

These questions clearly arise from a Christian perspective, but they are not necessarily applicable only to situations in which Christians are involved in domestic abuse, as victims or perpetrators, as onlookers and carers. This work emerges largely from experiences within a British context and is a report to the British Methodist Conference. While it has been informed by wider work, it also has an appropriate cultural specificity to it.

The Bible

2.5
For all Christians, the Bible is a crucial theological resource. Most Christians would agree that the Bible always requires some degree of interpretation, simply in working out how it relates to life today.
 How Christians interpret scripture is greatly affected by their theological tradition and experiences of how the Bible is treated in the books they read and the services they attend. This is most obvious when it comes to applying the Old Testament to life today since Christians read this part of the Bible in the light of the New Testament. Issues of biblical interpretation are particularly evident when looking at controversial subjects such as pacifism or sexuality, since Christians differ greatly in what they believe can be deduced from the Bible on these subjects for life today. This is also true of the issue of domestic abuse. Christians need to reflect continually on how they draw conclusions from the Bible and how they appropriate life-giving meaning from it. It is not Christian reflection, Christian theology or Christian Bible study to take everything in the Bible at face value without such interpretative work.

2.6
In this report, the principles underlying the interpretation of the biblical text include:

· seeking to take into account the background to the text, including the culture, beliefs, practices and interests within which it was written, in order to understand the picture of God implicit in the text and the author’s (or author’s community’s) understanding of how they should live;

· comparing with other texts - especially from the gospels - which may affect how this particular text should be read;

· seeking to reflect on the cultures of readers today, and how cultural differences between readers and authors of the text may affect reading;

· doing all in order to discover the principles for today that emerge from such reflections on scripture.

2.7
There are too many passages from the Bible which might have an impact on the subject of domestic abuse to deal with them all in detail, but the variety needs to be named. Attention must be given to stories of abuse and to stories that offer hope to the victimised. Often the passages named here are basic standards and examples relating to the marriage relationship, or to relationships between men and women in general.
 Much of what follows under this heading explores male-on-female abuse, not because that is all that happens, or all that needs to be highlighted or explored, but because the way in which the Bible has been used to justify domestic abuse or to keep people trapped within that form of abuse is clearer.
 Where the Bible has been used in these ways, it is usually through this particular gendered interpretation. Other theological themes (forgiveness for instance) may not have been gendered in the same way. 
2.8
In the Old Testament, it can be argued that women are viewed and treated as the property of men, particularly in the parts of the Old Testament dealing with laws. For instance, in Num 30:1-15, a woman’s vows stand only if her father or her husband (depending on whether she is married or not) do not disapprove. Laws which mention wives are usually actually laws about men’s actions and rights (Num 5; Deut 22 and 24). In reading and understanding these laws, it is important to recognise the cultural assumptions that are written in to them. The fact that Christians do not follow all the details of Old Testament legal codes demonstrates that they do not share all the cultural or religious assumptions behind them and do not believe them all to be God’s commandments for Christians.

2.9
Stories often show up considerably more complexity in the relationships of men and women than do legal codes. Sometimes they show the ways in which standards were transgressed and picture women escaping some of the restrictions of codes and expectations. The story of Ruth, in the biblical book that bears her name, or of Tamar, the daughter-in-law of Judah (Gen 38) are examples. Stories, though, demand judgement. In many biblical stories, women are victims of violence simply because they are women, regarded as the property of men, for men to control and determine, and that is a reflection of the life of the times. Phyllis Trible
 argued that it is important to concentrate on some of the horrific stories of the abuse of women in the Bible - such as the story of Hagar (Gen 16 and 21:9-21), of the Levite’s concubine (Judges 19), of Jephthah’s daughter (Judges 11:29-40), of Tamar, raped by her brother (2 Sam 13:1-22) - in order to rage at the abuse. It is not right simply to ignore the stories. Instead they can be used to name what is wrong and as a focus for anger at the all too many similar stories we can tell from our world today. They need to be the springboard for attention to abuse and exploitation of women in all its forms in our world. In the same way, other stories may focus issues to do with other forms of exploitation and oppression; the story of Hagar has been used in this way, for example.
 Further stories may highlight the forms of abuse that women can perpetrate: the story of Jael killing Sisera (Judges 5:17-22), or the manipulation and humiliation wrought by Delilah on Samson (Judges 16:4-22), or the abuse of Hagar by Sarah (Gen 16:1-6; Gen 21:9-11).

2.10
Texts and stories in Genesis 1-3 have often been interpreted as providing evidence of the purposes of God for the relationship between men and women, within and outside marriage. In Genesis 1:26-28 the creation of men and women is referred to in the same instant and in the same way. In Genesis 2:18-25, there is a differentiation between the creation of man and woman. In Christian tradition that differentiation has sometimes been interpreted (both in the past and in the present) as expressing a secondary, ‘helping’ role for women. In Genesis 3 (particularly v.16), there seems to be an affirmation that in human society women will be ruled over by men.
 That is seen by some to mean that they ought to be. The recent Church of England Doctrine Commission Report, Being Human, follows an interpretation of Genesis 1-3 in the light of the Song of Songs
 which repudiates any idea that the Genesis texts enshrine the subordination of women. Instead it suggests that when these biblical texts are interpreted together, they can offer an image of the mutuality of desire, deep personal bond and a relation of sameness and difference as the picture of the kinds of relationship God intends. And that is the key issue: the kinds of relationship which God intends. Christian interpretation of particular texts is surely governed by an understanding taken from the proclamation of the Christian gospel as a whole that God wants people to be loved, nourished and growing, not damaged and destroyed. The most intimate human relationships should be a part of that nourishing and growing: where partners support each other to fulfil the potential of each; where love enables transformation. If some biblical texts are used to justify abuse, then they are not being interpreted in the context of biblical truth as a whole.

2.11
It is particular passages in the New Testament which are the cause of most controversy for Christians in describing appropriate relationship between men and women, because they have shaped Christian expectations and attitudes about intimate relationships. In particular, they have shaped notions of male ‘headship’ in relationships which have sometimes then been misused to justify the abuse perpetrated by a husband/male partner. 
2.12
As an example, like other material in the New Testament, the ‘household codes’ in Eph 5:22 - 6:9, Col 3:18 - 4:1 and 1 Peter 3:1-7 closely resemble codes for social behaviour from non-Christian philosophies of the period when these Christian texts were written. To that extent the kinds of standards referred to are part of the culture in which the New Testament writers lived. It can be argued, however, that the codes as used in the New Testament enshrine a standard that demands more, in terms of responsibility for care by the powerful in society, than would have been demanded outside the Church. So how might these texts be appropriated in very different cultural settings? One interpretation argues that 21st-century Christians should take on these codes just as they stand, because they transcend cultural circumstances and are entirely appropriate to all times and places. Another interpretation argues that Christians are to appropriate the pattern which says that more is demanded of Christians in terms of love and respect, responsibility and care, than is expected by the society in which they live. That interpretation might take the ‘best’ of a Western, 21st-century society’s understanding of the mutuality of responsibility in relationships, of each individual in a partnership being treated as equally valuable and equally responsible, and argue that there is still more love and care that Christians can express.

2.13
Similarly, one interpretation of Jesus’ teaching on divorce is that he enshrines more protection for women, through a tougher line on divorce than his contemporaries. Should Christians appropriate a complete ban on divorce, except perhaps for adultery (Mk 10:2-9; Mt 19:3-9), or should they appropriate the necessary protection so that one partner will not be disadvantaged more than another when a relationship ends, in a way that fits with the standards of the culture in which Christians live, while critiquing those standards by providing something better? That may have a significant bearing on whether victims of domestic abuse - women or men - are made to feel guilty for seeking to leave an abusive relationship.
2.14
For the purposes of supporting those who are damaged by violence and abuse in intimate relationships, it is important to point to biblical themes of liberation, release and healing. These are expressed again and again in stories told about Jesus by the gospel writers. In John 8:1-11, Jesus is pictured as refusing to live by the codes of condemnation; in Luke 13, Jesus releases the woman who has been bowed down, so that she can take her place as a daughter of Abraham, giving her a status alongside the sons of Abraham. Jesus’ ministry is a series of pictures in which the Christlike God affirms individuals and empowers them to do new things: a Samaritan woman becomes the messenger of Jesus to the people of her town (Jn 4:4-42); a rich tax collector is liberated to give away his money along with his isolation (Lk 19:1-10); a woman with an issue of blood is restored to her community and the daughter of a synagogue leader is raised to new life and the possibilities of adulthood (Mk 5:25-34) - and so many more. There is the picture of a Jesus who is not all-powerful and controlling with people, but is perhaps changed by his encounter with a Gentile woman (Mk 7:24-30; Mt 15:21-28), as well as the Jesus who calls for disregarded children to be given particular care and attention (Mt 18:1-5, 10; Mk 10:13-16).
About God

2.15
Christian theology has understood God as one who, in the mystery of God’s own being, is relationship - one God in three persons. The Trinitarian God makes human beings in the image of God to be in relationship with God and with one another. What Christians believe about God has much to say about the nature of human relationships as well.

2.16
So if, as has sometimes been the case, certain attributes of God are emphasised at the expense of others, a distorted picture may be drawn which may lead, however indirectly, to distorted human relationships. If we use language of God as all powerful, as radically different from human beings and separate, as holy and majestic and above the world, without saying anything about God as intimate, involved, waiting for creation, and inviting human beings into relationship, we may also glorify those people who claim to be powerful, who then understand power in a limited way and use it to dominate others or manipulate them. The way we are to understand God’s power is through the costly self-giving love shown in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This, then, will also be the model of power properly exercised by human beings. God’s power cannot be conceived as coercive domination.

2.17
At times when Christians have emphasised hierarchical images of the relations between God and human beings, such theology has often gone alongside the support of hierarchical models as appropriate for all relationships. That stance interprets all relationships as having some who are ‘over’ others or responsible for others, the ‘others’ being in some sense ‘subordinate’. It ignores the potential differences between relationships so that, even if hierarchical models are appropriate for some relationships, models which affirm mutuality and equality are more appropriate models for others, such as those between partners in intimate relationships. (See also the section on marriage below, paragraphs 2.57-2.62).
2.18
A balanced Trinitarian theology offers images of God as Father, Son and Spirit, the God who is beyond, alongside and within human beings.
 God does not seek to control, coerce and dominate (exercising ‘power over’ people) but uses power to enable, to create and to energise, enabling rather than disabling human potential. This is the kind of ‘Father’ Jesus envisaged, emphasising not domination, but tender intimacy and welcoming, challenging love. The dynamics of domestic abuse are to do with domination and the abuse of power; these have nothing to do with the power of the loving God. Images of power are inevitable and necessary, in thinking about God or in understanding human relationships, but the kind of power being talked about needs analysis.
  The images of how power is used which we employ in preaching, reflection and prayer - including the power of God and how God uses power - may either unwittingly encourage or radically challenge domestic abuse.

About human beings

2.19
When faced with behaviour which demeans, humiliates and destroys people, Christians need to reflect as well as they can on what God wants for human beings. It was claimed above that God creates human beings to be relating people. God created human beings out of love, for love. God’s creating activity shapes people who are precious and unique, each loved and of worth. Such a God does not will or cause the abuse and suffering created by domestic abuse.

2.20
The God who intends good for all creation calls and invites human beings to develop and grow, to take responsibility, to become more and more deeply the people God wants them to be, both given and shaped by experience and abilities. Christians are to be people who accept who they are, and also who desire change and transformation.

2.21
A Christian theology must also recognise the depths of what human beings can do, including the potential for violence within all of us and the potential for any of us to abuse the trust which is a key element in healthy relationships. A Christian theology has something to say about the social circumstances that affect and sometimes seem to determine human behaviour, including heredity, family upbringing, particular influential incidents, or systems of deprivation such as poverty or oppression. But it traditionally affirms also the reality of personal responsibility and the possibility, by God’s grace, of change.
 

2.22
Some of the deepest controversy around domestic abuse is to do with how people change. Specifically this is about whether perpetrators are, or are not, likely to end their abusing behaviour. When the victim of abuse goes back to her or his partner, convinced by the apparently sincere promise of change, so often the experience is of repeated abuse. Statistics suggest that victims suffer multiple attacks before ever seeking help. Time and again patterns of abuse are repeated, despite hopes and assurances of change. In discussing the possibilities of change however, it needs to be affirmed that change is the responsibility of the perpetrator of the abuse. The victim cannot be held responsible for changing the perpetrator’s behaviour. 
2.23
In the Report The Church and Sex Offenders, adopted by the Conference in 2000, there was considerable discussion of the prevention of further offending. Adopting a model of sex offending as like addiction, the Report outlined measures to support changed behaviour in offenders. “Even if they participate in them, sex offenders are not ‘cured’ by therapeutic programmes and will continue to have a predisposition towards offending.”
  Change was defined in this report as change in behaviour, in a community context which emphasised discipline and accountability. At the same time, it reinforced the message that churches and Christians should seek to protect the vulnerable, as if not expecting change in those who would hurt them. The same sort of understanding is appropriate for the perpetrators of domestic abuse, holding together a confidence in the grace of God working in people’s lives with a determination that the vulnerable must be protected from the risk of harm. The greatest changes needed in a perpetrator’s life may be deeper than the ‘symptoms’ of violence, but they will almost certainly need to begin with the change in  behaviour which ensures the safety of the victim.
2.24
Christians need to listen to the wisdom of those who offer theories about the ways people change. There is considerable theological work needed in response to a variety of evidence about the relation between belief and behaviour, about the effects of individual character and circumstances, and social circumstances.

About sin

2.25
The Methodist Church must name domestic abuse as a sin, in all its forms. This is not just about the outward actions of violence or verbal abuse, though certainly they should be named as sinful. It is also about naming the determination to have control, to exercise power over another person in this kind of relationship, or any other, as sinful. The desire to establish or maintain power as control is often used as the best framework of explanation for all forms of domestic abuse, whether perpetrated by men or women.

2.26
If domestic abuse is to be named explicitly as sin, it must be so labelled within a complex account of sin. Sin is our alienation from God which is also our alienation from one another and the whole of the created order, embodied in all the ways in which people and the earth fail to flourish as God intends. Sin needs to be explored as individual choice, action and inaction and as structural or corporate action and experience. There is always an interplay of many factors. Sin can be expressed in social systems and social expectations which trap individuals. The Pauline notion that “I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do” (Romans 7:19) needs to be acknowledged. It is human experience that sin has a hold over people’s lives that often seems to be unwanted and unsought. This is where the doctrine of ‘original sin’ still resonates.

2.27
The particular form of sin which is domestic abuse may be explained in many cases (but not all) through understanding different expectations of men and women, expressed in various ways in different societies, but always having meanings which privilege men in general over women in general and encourage the control of women by men. These factors provide a context in which domestic abuse can take place and then be hidden or condoned. One label for this social system is patriarchy. This is not at all to say that all abusers are male or that all victims of abuse are female. It is rather the naming of features of social systems within which much abuse happens. It may be that these issues of differentiation, control and particular uses of power still explain not only male to female abuse but also some female to male abuse or abuse in same-sex relationships though not all. Gender division, differentiation and inequality still exist, in the Church as in society. Work in the Methodist Church on this subject is being led by the Gender Justice Committee, and so is not the specific brief of this report.  However, these factors do not operate in isolation from others and cannot be understood or interpreted as if they do. Particular individuals and particular groups of people will also be affected by discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, class, ability and sexuality. In understanding many examples of abuse, it will be more useful for many to focus on the way in which the stronger dominate over the weaker, though the very terms ‘stronger’ and ‘weaker’ very often demonstrate the perception and interpretation of the abuser.

About the cross

2.28
Interpreting Jesus’ death on the cross and proclaiming its significance has been a Christian priority from the beginnings of the Christian Church. What was a scandal and defeat in the eyes of the world was understood and proclaimed by Christians as the death, not of a criminal, but of the Saviour. Many victims of domestic abuse have been told by Christians - often by Church leaders and teachers - that they should live with continued abuse as part of their bearing the cross in imitation of Jesus Christ. That makes it imperative that we consider a theology of the cross in this context. Controversial arguments have been advanced about the complex meanings of the cross out of reflection on various circumstances of injustice and abuse.

2.29
The meanings of the cross we need to consider are those to do with suffering and atonement. The cross of Christ is inextricably linked to suffering, in that Christ suffered unimaginable physical, psychological and spiritual agonies on the cross. Christians believe that in a way that can never be fully explained, the cross is part of our being saved and healed. However, that is not the same as saying that suffering, even the suffering of Christ, was something good in itself.

2.30
In an article published in 1989, Joanne Brown and Rebecca Parker denounced Christian theologies of the atonement on the grounds that “The glorification of anyone’s suffering allows the glorification of all suffering”.
 They argued that all the major theories used to explain the significance of the cross (as a victory over evil; as ‘satisfaction’ of God’s justice; as influencing us to love by looking at the love of Christ expressed in dying for us; as God suffering with us) have been used to support Christian teaching that it is right for people to endure suffering and to stay in their suffering, when what is needed is teaching which enables people to take hold on life and challenge all kinds of suffering. That, they insist, is best done without any theology of the atonement: “...this Christian theology with atonement at the center still encourages martyrdom and victimisation.”
 Others, responding, have searched for ways in which it may be possible to discuss the cross without glorifying human suffering or violence. For instance, in a recent article: “…the cross does not sacralise abuse but is an example of it. The cross represents what God was willing to sacrifice so that no others would be sacrificed. It is not a shrine to violence that calls for torn flesh and bleeding bodies, but an eternal statement that humans should not be abused.”

2.31
There is a fundamental challenge here to examine the language Christians use about the cross and what is inferred from it about suffering, about violence and about what is good and right for human beings. In the face of domestic abuse, it may be more life-giving to emphasise the suffering of Christ as his living through the consequences of his life choices, rather than speaking only of God’s intention for Christ to suffer, or of Christ choosing to suffer. It is important to speak of Christ’s commitment to continuing to love, to include all people and to name what was wrong, all of which caused conflict with the authorities, which led in the end to the cross. The cross stands as an example of sin and suffering. Christian language offers a picture of God who is aware of suffering, who experiences suffering as the Word incarnate in the world, living a human life, but who also resists all that diminishes life, bringing transformation and new life. The cross, paired inescapably with the resurrection, offers life: therefore language about the cross must not be used to maintain suffering and injustice. When those who are burdened refer to the cross as a refuge and help, that kind of language, too, is about the need to find a way beyond suffering, not to maintain it.

2.32
Some have argued that explanations about the cross founder when they appear to separate Father from Son, with language about God ‘causing’ or ‘demanding’ the suffering of his Son. The image of God thus created - one who demands suffering, or who makes people suffer - is not a helpful Christian picture. One of the ways to counter the problems of that kind of language is to ensure that what is said of the cross is said of God as Trinity, in which Father and Son, with the Spirit, are one God. But it is also possible to argue that language of punishment and wrath against sin has been safeguarded in some theologies of the cross and that this language is a necessary part of taking the horror of sin seriously. It is language that needs to be heard by the perpetrators of abuse.
2.33
On the other hand, language which blames ‘us’ for the cross can often be loaded inappropriately. Such language may be heard in a particularly damaging way by someone who is already being told by the perpetrator of domestic abuse that the hurt they are suffering is all their own fault.

2.34
Early on, Christians used the language of ‘taking up the cross’ as an image of discipleship, to illustrate the cost of following Christ. Yet, even in the gospels, that language is being used in a completely different way from the way it is used of Christ’s experience. Clearly Christians were not being encouraged to see their discipleship as an exact imitation of the experience of Christ - with very few exceptions, they were not going to be crucified. Instead the language was used metaphorically to describe the complete commitment of one’s life in discipleship, with the possibility of rejection and hurt and danger as part of the experience of following Christ. The link between the suffering of Christ and human experiences of suffering is not simple. It is not healthy or life-giving Christian theology to say that people must suffer because Christ suffered, or to imply that suffering is good in and of itself. There are, furthermore, important distinctions to be made between suffering which is freely endured (endured rather than chosen) and that which is imposed by others.

2.35
‘Taking up the cross’, is also not the only language which can be used of Christian discipleship. For instance, the language of abundant, eternal life, of life that is like a wellspring, is used in John’s Gospel to describe the joys of Christian experience (John 4:14). In the epistles, experiences of the Spirit’s power lead to an exploration of being Christian as putting on new clothes after old, or of the receiving and using of gifts, or the developing of ‘fruits’ of the Spirit in us (Eph 4:24; 1 Cor 12:4-11; Gal 5:22-23). This language needs to be used alongside any language about the enduring of suffering, or about self-denial; self-denial after all can be talked about together only with a proper self-affirmation and self-esteem. If a person’s life is experienced only as suffering imposed by others, it will not make a better Christian disciple of them simply to endure it. It is far more likely to choke out any opportunity for developing and growing as a fruitful, Spirit-filled disciple. Part of the Christian life and witness of the Church is to seek an end to human suffering, believing God wants something better for humanity.

2.36
Many Methodists treasure the liturgy of the Covenant service. However, there are difficulties associated with some of the language of the Covenant prayer; so much so that The Methodist Worship Book introduction to the service seeks to explain the language of “put me to suffering”
 (though it could be argued the explanation is a partial one, since it does not address the difference in meaning or usage of the word ‘suffer’ between the 18th and the 20th/21st centuries). There are instances in some parts of our worldwide Methodist fellowship where those words, and the line about being “laid aside for you”, are used specifically by some to sideline others and keep them out of positions of influence.
 That is the way in which language of discipleship can be one-sidedly imposed on some people by others. All this has little to do with a theology of the cross which rejoices in Christ’s self-giving but knows that it provides only metaphorical language with which we can explore the positive commitments of our own discipleship.

About repentance and forgiveness

2.37
A theology of forgiveness was helpfully explored in the Conference report on the Church and sex offenders.
 It is of critical importance in the area of domestic abuse where victims are so frequently told that they must forgive. For those who are Christians, the demand to forgive, including the demand from within themselves, can be presented almost as a test of their Christian faith and discipleship. They are also often told to forgive, or expect themselves to be able to forgive, as if forgiveness was an instant event. If they find themselves unable to do this, then guilt and shame are created or reinforced. It is necessary to look much more closely at what forgiveness means as experienced by those who have moved on from being victims of abuse of various kinds.

2.38
There are questions to be faced here as to whether the forgiveness which God offers is the same thing as the forgiveness which human beings are called to offer. The perspectives of the various actors in the drama and process of forgiveness will be so different that it may be we have used the one word ‘forgiveness’ for many different experiences.

2.39
Forgiveness is that which addresses a break or crisis in a relationship, enabling the relationship to continue. God’s forgiveness is pictured for us by Jesus (Mark 2:5-12). God, who knows all that has shaped us, loves as the ideal parent who knows the child. God is supremely the one who is able, willing and ready to forgive. In Christ, we have understood God’s forgiveness as free, but never cheap, since it comes at the cost of the cross. God forgives, not to punish but to release and bring wholeness. That again is why Christian understanding of forgiveness (and Christian theology more widely) has to recognise what makes for wholeness and what doesn’t. The Church proclaims the gospel of God’s grace. Forgiveness is part of the relationship of love God has with the world, which involves continually creating and re-creating.

2.40
When Christians talk of forgiveness, either the forgiveness of God, or forgiveness between people, they often use language of renewal, or a new start, of being washed clean. This is problematic if it implies that the past has been dismissed. When Christians talk of being released from the consequences of sin, they are looking to the future. Forgiveness does not negate the consequences of the past. That is pictured in the body of the risen Christ, still bearing the scars of the cross. Forgiveness cannot wipe the slate clean as if it has changed history and made what has happened as if it never happened or as if it can be completely forgotten. What forgiveness does is let people live in a new relationship to the consequences of the past.

2.41
Understanding forgiveness from the point of view of one who needs or wants to be forgiven involves looking at the relationship between repentance and forgiveness. To repent means to turn away from sin. It involves someone understanding what they have done and taking into account the consequences of their sin for others, and for God. To repent, in the context of domestic abuse, means that the perpetrator has to take full responsibility for their actions, not shifting the blame on to someone else. It means coming to understand oneself. That must include understanding the risk that the repentant sinner still poses to those they have hurt. Saying “sorry” never takes us back, in the sense of undoing the past. It takes us, through being forgiven, to a new place. The sign that repentance and forgiveness have happened is then seen in the fruit of change, which can include accepting the kind of disciplined framework that supports change, discussed earlier (para 2.23). Repentance may involve reparation where that is possible, not in order to receive forgiveness, but as part of acknowledging the seriousness of sin. Forgiveness, from the point of view of one who needs to be forgiven, cannot be understood outside this whole framework, as a process that has its place alongside continued repentance, reparation and transformation. Then, for the sinner, forgiveness enables the re-negotiation of relationship. 
2.42
Some of the hardest words in the gospel are about the experience of forgiving (Matt 6:14-15; 18:35) and, in order to interpret them, Christians need to be clear about how forgiveness works in human experience. Forgiveness from the point of view of one who has been sinned against needs to be explored differently from the experience described in the previous paragraph. Christians should not pretend that such forgiveness is easy. Its possibility is created only in God. But such forgiveness may be very much a need for the one who has been hurt.  That is because forgiveness is part of a process for that person, so that they can move on and not be defined or contained by the hurt that has been done to them. It is a form of letting go; a process of moving beyond the control of the perpetrator of the hurt. Time for Action,
 reporting on the response of churches to abuse, insists that forgiveness in this sense cannot be coerced. Forgiveness can only ever be freely offered, because it is a part of moving towards freedom. In this sense, forgiveness is less about what the victim offers to a perpetrator, and more about what a victim is enabled to do for themselves. This is not a ‘selfish’ reading, but a recognition that forgiveness is part of healing for the victim, and healing is itself a complex process.

2.43
The process which is forgiveness is likely to take time, though a declaration of forgiveness may come in an instant for some. Even those who can declare forgiveness soon after the event of hurt have to live with and live out that declaration over time. The declaration of forgiveness is always in part a declaration of intent. But the experience of most people is that there is a process of moving towards the point of being able to forgive, forgiveness itself (the letting go), and then a moving on. The process has no uniform timing, and, as with bereavement, people may become ‘stuck’, living interminably with one part of the process and not able to move on. It can be three steps forward, two steps back. That is why, though people cannot forgive except in their own time and by their own choice, forgiveness is needed because it is itself part of the process of liberation and growth. However, telling people they must forgive (which is almost always accompanied by the statement or implication “now”) is coercion and cannot therefore be part of a process of liberation and growth. Such a demand may in fact even contribute further to the abuse, becoming a form of domination. In the situation of domestic abuse, if forgiveness is a part of a process of liberation and healing, it is hard to see how it could be combined with continuing to live in a situation of danger imposed by the perpetrator of abuse. It is not obvious that the consequence of forgiveness would be staying in the relationship with an abuser.

2.44
Liturgically, the Church, often through the person leading worship, offers the forgiveness of God.
 This can, however, be particularly difficult when a perpetrator is forgiven by the Church stating the forgiveness of God, without apparent reference to the victim. The experiences of anger and hurt which are caused by this should require Christians to explore much more carefully what is meant by forgiveness and the ways in which it has varied meanings and processes for different people. Ironically, forgiveness has become too easy a word in the Church, presented as a one-off act, instead of being seen in the much bigger context of ongoing life with God and with one another.

2.45
Time for Action suggests that Churches also need to repent and seek forgiveness for their unwillingness to hear the stories of those who have been victimised by abuse. It may seem difficult to think of repentance and forgiveness for institutions, but, increasingly it seems, institutions are being asked to declare their ‘repentance’, or their culpability for the ways in which people have been hurt through them. At the turn of the millennium, it was a theme for reflection for the Church in relation to its own history.
About the church

2.46
The Church is created and called out by God. It is the continuing community of the followers of the risen Christ. It can be seen from the perspective of divine purpose and is also at the same time a flawed human organisation. The Nicene Creed names the significant marks of the Church: the Church is one, holy, catholic and apostolic. Each of those ‘marks’ is in part a reality and in part an aspiration and possibility.

2.47
To the extent that it is a human organisation, the Church can be described in the same terms as many other organisations. In human relationships, particularly those that involve more than a few people, there will always be structures for leadership, management and governance. These involve the use of power by individuals and within systems.
 The Church is often reluctant to discuss power but, when domestic abuse surfaces, it is often questions about power which need to be asked. 

2.48
Who has power in the Church? (The following needs to be read with a sense of the variety of ways in which power can be used, as explored in paragraphs 2.16-2.18 and associated footnotes.) The focus in this discussion is on the local congregation, given that it is the local congregation where questions about domestic abuse may need to be recognised and handled. All within the Church have power, in the sense of being able to affect each other. The effects which some people’s actions have, can, however, be more significant than those of others. This can be related to their status within the community, the office they hold, the length of time they have been associated with the Church, or because of individual charisma. Power can be expressed and embodied in particular words and actions, or it can be exercised ‘non-actively’, through an atmosphere which supports, or which silences or stifles. There is the power of the ‘majority’ in shaping the ongoing life of the Church. There may be the power of the ‘minority’ when particular strong voices persuade a number of others to undertake a course of action. In Methodism, much decision-making power is carried through the councils of the Church, in a democratic way. Then there is the power of leadership and influence, given structurally particularly to the ordained (though not exclusively). This is where power is often assumed to lie but, important as it is to recognise this, it needs to be examined alongside other spheres of power. In all of these places, power can be used to energise and enable, or to dominate and overrule.

2.49
Power in the Church has often been experienced by the victims of domestic abuse as that which silences them. This is so when the Church appears not to want to face the harshness of the experience of abuse, inside or outside the Church. This is the Church which hides from the horror and therefore appears to condone what is going on because it will not face the issues enough to seek change. This is the Church so concerned with unity that it hides anything that might cause dissension. ‘Unity’ is defined as keeping everyone together; it is so-called peace at the expense of justice. This use of power - which may be on the part of leaders or on the part of ‘the majority’ - does a huge disservice to victims and perpetrators alike.

2.50
It is the experience of many - not just the victims of domestic abuse - that the Church is not a good place for acknowledging that one’s own life does not keep up to the standards set by Christian vision and values.  Some situations of need are more often acceptable than others in the Church. So grief (at least for the first few months) is generally understood better than anger; physical illness is more acceptable than mental illness; anything short-term is more easily dealt with than long-term dis-ease of mind, body or spirit. This is the warped image of a ‘holy’ Church, where all must fit a particular image of the Christian life. Within the Methodist tradition, there is a particular emphasis on holiness and an expectation of growth in grace and holiness as a normal part of the Christian life. But that holiness is not about meeting particular expectations or fitting the image of a ‘plaster saint’. It is about the work of God in each life, moving people on towards wholeness in a way which will be unique to each one, held within the community of Christ’s followers. Christian work includes the building of a community with a certain character, where ‘fellowship’ involves honesty, transparency, accountability and responsibility. In that kind of community, the pain of the victim of domestic abuse may be heard and held and the perpetrator may be challenged to end their abusive behaviour. 

2.51
The Church as the community of Christ’s disciples ought to be a safe place. Churches have increasingly had to face, with horror, that they have not been safe places; putting in ‘safeguarding’ measures is part of seeking to address that. Denial and silence are no longer options when dealing with the physical and sexual abuse of adults and children; nor are they options in dealing with the range of behaviours under the heading of domestic abuse. Both perpetrators and victims of domestic abuse are within the Church as well as beyond it. The Church will need to be a place both of care and discipline in dealing with domestic abuse. Clearly the message must be given and acted out of care for the victims, and must include enabling them to feel safe. That will almost certainly mean that victims must not be expected to worship in the same church as the perpetrator of their abuse. The Church must offer to perpetrators of domestic abuse the message which challenges, even condemns, their behaviour and charges them to act with a new responsibility. In doing that, people cannot and should not be banned from the Church as a whole, but discipline can and should be exercised which firmly challenges behaviour, but above all which models safe contact and safe relationships.

2.52
The Church which can offer this model of community can also be a prophetic voice in society as a whole. The Church can point to the values of the Kingdom of God with their emphasis on inclusive love and healing. The Church can call for, as it demonstrates, particular care for those who have been hurt by domestic abuse, directly and indirectly. This will include a concern for those who have been perpetrators of abuse, with time and effort given to their need for change and to modelling safe relationships in which people honour one another.

About violence

2.53
The Conference resolution which set the parameters for this work asked for consideration of a theology of violence. Violence, if understood in a physical sense, is just one part of the issue of domestic abuse. Similarly, violence in intimate relationships is just one small part of much bigger issues of violence which might be discussed and which already fill many hundreds of books. What can be said within the scope of this kind of report is extremely limited. 
2.54
In theological context, violence is a part of human experience in a fallen world. The word ‘violence’ is usually used to describe physical force which is destructive. Violence may happen in so-called ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres, between individuals, or between huge numbers of people. It is always intimate in that it is destruction wrought on individual bodies. In the Christian tradition (and even more prominently in particular Christian traditions, such as the Society of Friends), there have always been those who sought to reject all violence, under all circumstances. For those who cannot be pacifists, violence may be permitted in limited circumstances as the lesser evil. Perhaps appropriate Christian language about violence would be to say that violence is always an evil, but that some Christians believe it may sometimes be justified.
 However, the Christian tradition is always likely to pose a challenge to violence.

2.55
In intimate relationships, some Christians still seek to justify violence - for instance, those who believe that the physical punishment of children is biblically allowed, even required. Perhaps it is time for the Methodist Church to say clearly that violence is never an acceptable way of wielding power in intimate relationships, since it causes harm, physically, mentally and emotionally, and does not promote the flourishing of individuals which is part of God’s plan. It is born of inappropriate dominance/subordination patterns of relating. In relationships where violence does occur, often alongside many other forms of coercion, acts of violence are always a manifestation of hurt and evil, contrary to the Christian gospel of healing and new life. In such situations, the priority for which to work is physical safety for all involved, and the restoring of peace with justice. Christian theology thus offers a strong challenge to perpetrators of domestic violence.

2.56
Does Christian theology also have anything to say to those who use violence to break out of a situation where violence has been carried out repeatedly against them? A debate is under way, among those who work with perpetrators or victims of domestic abuse as well as among the legal profession and those who govern, about ‘provocation’ and how it is to be understood. In particular, the debate is about what constitutes ‘provocation’ in situations where two partners are unequal in physical or mental resources and when the consequences of living as a victim of abuse over a long period of time are taken into account. There are no easy solutions; nor can any ‘quick-fix’ theological wisdom be applied here. But a deep appreciation of human frailty and the ability of people to damage one another must be employed. Alongside that, the Christian gospel continues to proclaim the possibility of healing and release.

About marriage

2.57
Domestic abuse takes place within intimate relationships which, even if they are not marriage relationships, are often modelled on assumptions about appropriate relationships between men and women in marriage. These assumptions have developed in part from Christian teaching or from distortions of Christian teaching. It is certainly possible to argue that the model of relationship between husband and wife which gives ‘headship’ as the responsibility of the husband and submission as the wife’s part has led in many circumstances to unequal and inappropriate relationships of domination and subordination. Increasingly, many Christians have come to believe that marriage should not be understood in terms of such gender differentiation, but that the same standards and responsibilities should be applied to each partner. Liturgically, Methodism has not deemed it imperative, or perhaps even appropriate, for women to promise to “obey” their husbands in the marriage ceremonies it has produced since 1932. Such a promise was in the past part of different standards or expectations of women and men within marriage, e.g. the fact that women had no standing in law until 1926. A mutuality expressed through the marriage partners being encouraged to be themselves rather than sticking to gendered roles offers a better interpretation of love and a better opportunity for both partners to grow and flourish in the relationship than does the differentiated model, in which one partner takes responsibility for the other’s growth, but not vice versa. Methodist marriage liturgies now ask the same promises of both partners, presenting marriage as a partnership of equals.
2.58
A model of marriage as mutual self-giving and commitment to growth for oneself and the other, in the image of the self-giving, desire and delight of God, is the best basis for the Christian understanding of marriage. That model challenges relationships in which one partner’s desires are more significant than the other, in which self-giving is demanded of one partner but not reciprocated. It is a model which suggests that the aim of the relationship is mutual delight, nurture, and flourishing. Violence has no place in that vision of relationship.
2.59
Christian marriage has often been explored through the image of covenant. Covenant is a relationship between two parties, each of whom has obligations within the relationship and each of whom gains from the relationship. It can, however, be interpreted either in an equal or an unequal way. The obligations and gains are best seen as similar and equal for the two parties when covenant is used as a model for marriage. That is not necessarily derived entirely from the Old Testament covenant relationship between God and God’s people, in which the obligations and gains are radically different and the relationship between the two parties is unequal in terms of power and righteousness.
 For those who see covenant as an appropriate metaphor for marriage, it is clear that the perpetrator of domestic abuse breaks the covenant relationship involved.
2.60
If marriage is described as sacramental, such language acknowledges in particular God’s involvement which cements the holiness of marriage, in which physicality and spirituality are mutually enriched and enriching. The model emphasises God’s work in the making and developing of a relationship. God’s love is expressed in the love of partners for each other. But that, too, is wholly undermined when one partner abuses the other.
2.61
If a relationship is not achieving, or even aiming at the kind of vision suggested above, what then? It is what happens next that has damaged many people: in particular the insistence that the aim of marriage is first and foremost permanence, rather than mutual delight and joy. This has led to permanence being put forward as more important than the safety of one or other of the partners. This cannot be right within a Christian theology of marriage. The stories of the people for whom marriage has been a damaging and harmful experience must be told, to ensure that marriage is not so idealised and sentimentalised that it is impossible to understand how it could all go so wrong, as when one partner abuses the other. This is not a blueprint for a marriage being prematurely ended when there is still room for remedy. Nor does this argument minimise the solemnity and the stability of marriage, or the possibilities for growth and change within marriage. Yet it is important to recognise the depths of damage that can be inflicted on people within marriage, and to encourage people to seek something better than an abusive relationship.
2.62
Similarly, a theology of Christian marriage is distorted when the responsibility for maintaining the relationship is loaded onto one partner rather than both. A marriage grows and flourishes in the faithfulness, endurance and love of both partners. If one partner abuses and victimises the other, then the aims of the relationship are already being denied and the relationship is being destroyed. If the abused partner then leaves, s/he is not the one who has destroyed the marriage and should not be blamed for that ending.

In conclusion

2.63
Despite its length, this discussion is not comprehensive. Experiences of domestic abuse may lead to reflection on these theological themes and more. The 2002 Conference report The Way Forward: Domestic Violence and the Methodist Church quoted the researchers of the full Report The Way Forward thus: “In general, we were left with the conclusion that Christian beliefs had played an ambiguous role in survivors’ journey to safety, in some ways helping but in some ways hindering their efforts to overcome the abuse”.
 This report attempts to counter the strands of Christian theology which have further oppressed victims of domestic abuse and which have been seen to condone the behaviour of the perpetrators of abuse. It has also sought to highlight the life-giving resources of love, hope and healing which are central to Christian theology and practice. These resources, if highlighted within the Methodist Church and all Churches, could make a real difference to the lives of men and women who are seeking to overcome abuse.

SECTION III:  WHAT COULD BE THE UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES  OF A METHODIST CHURCH RESPONSE TO DOMESTIC ABUSE ?

3.1
In the light of this theological discussion - and of the Methodist Church's on-going concern for social justice - what are the implications for the Church and its response to domestic abuse? If the Church holds the view that “more is demanded of Christians in terms of love and respect, responsibility and care, than is expected by the society in which they live”,
 how should policy and practice reflect this? There are implications for the Church's teaching, but also for the Church's practice, support and pastoral care. 

The three principles around which the Government strategy for tackling domestic abuse is based, are -

prevention: working to prevent domestic abuse happening in the first place, and working with victims and offenders to prevent it recurring

protection of victims and their families

support to enable victims to rebuild their lives.

These Government aims of prevention, protection and support form a good framework, but a Church response has to be more than this, and needs to be underpinned by appropriate theology and teaching, and by the worship life of the whole Church. 

The Church as both a community of Christ’s disciples, and as a physical place where the community can meet in diverse ways, needs to be a place of worship, safety, healing and growth, and to offer a prophetic voice to society as a whole.

Prevention and support

3.2
The impact of domestic abuse on the individual, on children, on parenting ability, on the wider family, and on the community itself is devastating. However, as The Way Forward Report showed, it is all too easy to think that domestic abuse “doesn’t happen here”.  Raising awareness is one of the first steps in ensuring that people become aware that it does happen all too often, and in every class and community. The church is a place where we do need to know that it may well happen here too, and what to do if someone needs support. This primary prevention work is aimed at preventing violence before it happens and targets the whole population, in this case every member of the church, but particularly children and young people. It focuses particularly on attitudinal and cultural changes.

3.3
The ‘culture’ of the local church is important. A church with a transparent culture, where processes are open and people feel they can be honest with each other, will allow an abused person or an abuser to talk about what is happening, opening up the possibility of  the church offering some support (paragraphs 2.49-2.52).

3.4
In order to facilitate this prevention and support work, the working party recommended that an individual or small group in each District takes responsibility for ensuring good practice within the District on domestic abuse issues (see also paragraph 4.5 below).  However, the Methodist Council did not feel able to recommend that this should be a formal requirement in each District.

3.5
In any case, such a District responsibility would only be a first step – the whole Church has a responsibility. The writers of this report believe that a Methodist response to domestic abuse needs to cover all areas of the Church’s life, as outlined in paragraphs 3.6 to 3.24 which follow.

Teaching and worship

3.6
A Church which is inclusive and open will:

3.6.1
Highlight in worship, teaching and action  "the life-giving resources of love, hope and healing which are central to Christian theology and practice" (paragraph 2.63).

3.6.2
Affirm the life-giving and liberating nature of God, stressing what a "balanced Trinitarian theology" – which understands God to be a relating God - has to say about human relationships (paragraphs 2.15,  2.18).

3.6.3
Speak out against domestic abuse, and state uncompromisingly that domestic abuse is a sin (paragraphs 2.25-2.27, 2.55).

3.6.4
Recognise that sin is not simply individual failing but "also about social systems and social expectations which trap individuals." (paragraph 2.26) and hence continue to campaign against unjust social structures.

Structures and ethos
A Church which is inclusive and open will:
3.7
Demonstrate in its structures, relationships and leadership that respectful equal partnerships between women and men do work, and promote equalities within relationships.

3.8
Through worship, pastoral care and by means of appropriate training and guidance, build local church communities which are safe places, “where ‘fellowship’ involves honesty, transparency, accountability and responsibility”. (paragraph 2.50)

3.9
Adopt appropriate policies which reflect these values.

Theology

3.10
A Church which is inclusive and open will continually  re-examine its use of scripture and theology, in a way that challenges inequality in relationships, and recognises that theological emphases can be damaging as well as affirming (paragraphs 2.4-2.14 and throughout the theology section (Section II)).

In particular:

3.10.1
Language about self-sacrifice and the cross (paragraphs 2.28-2.36). “Taking up the cross” should not be an invitation to bear with domestic abuse.

3.10.2
Theology of marriage (paragraphs 2.57-2.62).

3.10.3
Attitudes to divorce and to those seeking to leave abusive relationships (paragraph 2.13).

3.10.4
Male headship - a valid biblical model of  male/female relationship, but not an excuse for abusive dominance in relationships (paragraphs 2.10, 2.11, 2.57).

3.10.5
The tension between our belief that people can change and grow, by God's grace, and the difficulty of change for offenders (paragraphs 2.21-2.24).

3.10.6
Repentance and forgiveness - what is possible or right in the context of domestic abuse and the reality of people's experience (paragraphs 2.37-2.45). [Repentance, forgiveness and reparation  are discussed in the theology section of this report and also in the Report to the Conference of 2000 The Church and Sex Offenders.
 It is important to reiterate that there should never be pressure on the victim to stay in an unsafe relationship, nor to offer instant forgiveness.]

Safeguards

3.16
It is essential that the Church recognises the need for, and implementation of safeguards, bearing in mind our human frailty and sinfulness, as individuals and as an institution (paragraphs 2.21, 2.46-2.52).
In particular -

3.16.1
To be aware that confidentiality (e.g. about the whereabouts of an abused person, children’s schools etc.) is of paramount importance to the abused person’s safety, and that of any children.

3.16.2
To develop good practice guidelines (see Section IV). (Detailed guidance on this will be issued as a supplement to this report.)

3.16.3
To be aware that it is impossible to support both partners within one church community, unless it is the victim’s wish. If this is attempted, it makes the church unsafe for the victim and condones the behaviour of the abuser. It should never be the victim who has to leave unless this is the only safe option.
3.17
Time for Action, reproducing Pastoring Guidance from the Code of Practice for the Diocese of Southwell, proposes a way of supporting sexual abusers which might also have relevance in these circumstances, and which recognises that pastoral support may best be offered in a different church community, and that the person who has been abused should have the choice here, rather than feeling forced to move churches. 

Training
3.18
This report has highlighted throughout the need for awareness within the Church of the reality of domestic abuse, and for reflection on ways of supporting those who are suffering it. This is the responsibility of the whole Church, not just of ministers or leaders. Hence, it is important that all those who are part of the life of the Church - ministerial and lay, leader and ‘person in the pew’ - be involved in training and reflection on this issue.
A thoroughgoing debate throughout the Church is needed, through bible study, worship and discussion in order to raise awareness and to explore appropriate ways of support and intervention. All members of the Church should be encouraged to enter into this discussion.

The Church also needs to put in place more formal opportunities for training and awareness-raising.

3.19
Training for pastoral ministry
Basic awareness of the extent and effects of domestic abuse on individuals, families and society should be an essential part of core training for all pastoral ministry.

For ministers and deacons in training, an understanding of the impact of theological teaching in the context and reality of domestic abuse, the use of language in teaching and worship, and the importance of modelling equal, respectful relationships should also be a part of ministerial formation.

The theological section of this report (Section II) is offered as a study resource for reflection and action.

3.20
In-service training
Training as part of the continuing formation of presbyters, deacons and other full-time church workers, and of local preachers and pastoral workers is well established in the ethos of the Church. At District level, on-going professional development is explored in many different ways. The Ministerial session of Synod, for example, is a place where continued exploration of domestic abuse issues and theological understanding of this and other social issues could be further developed.

Training at District level could also help church workers develop understanding of the issues raised in this report and work towards local policies and practice which reflect an understanding of the principles involved.

Those within Districts who have taken on responsibility for domestic abuse issues will have a key role in ensuring that all those in full time work in the Church have a theoretical and practical understanding of issues surrounding domestic abuse and have access to appropriate support and advice.

3.21
Circuits and local churches
There is often a reluctance  in local churches to approach issues of social concern, especially when they concern members of the church community or the community of which the church is a part. Unless support is given to the local church and Circuit there will remain an uncertainty as to how to begin to tackle the issue of domestic abuse. It is essential that the approach taken is appropriate.  Training will assist individuals and churches to reflect on how domestic abuse affects everyone caught up in it, and how best they might support someone within their church community.

3.22
Training from other agencies
As with all social issues, training concerning domestic abuse is about developing an awareness of when intervention from outside the Church is more appropriate than intervention from the Church itself. It is vital that the Church does not see domestic abuse as something that it can solve alone. Church workers need to be made aware of where to go for informed, authoritative help and support. For example, agencies such as Women’s Aid and the local domestic violence forum provide a wealth of information, expertise and training.
Collaborative working

3.23
As indicated, the Church needs to be committed to joint working with other professional and voluntary agencies which have specialised knowledge and resources. A church community cannot in isolation provide all the expertise and support that may be needed. This is particularly true when working with perpetrators. It is essential to recognise the risks of assuming that change has taken place;  for the perpetrator to “say sorry” is not enough (see paragraphs 2.22, 2.41-44).

Working with others also enables the wider community to be aware that this church community is a place which takes safety, prevention and support seriously, and contributes positively to the community around it and within its doors.
3.24
A positive response from the Church, as outlined here, will complement and endorse the Government principles of prevention, protection and support, and enable the prophetic voice of the Church to be heard (paragraph 2.52).

SECTION IV: POLICY, GUIDELINES AND DISCIPLINE

Policy
4.1
The Church at all levels needs to consider adopting a policy on its attitude to domestic abuse and its perpetrators. Developing such policy is not just about having a policy statement, but also in gaining a working knowledge of the effects of domestic abuse on all involved, and in developing pastoral and practical strategies to assist people who are in an abusive relationship. Creating a policy helps people think through the issues. Policy documents give a ‘structure’ to the work of prevention and support, and are a useful reference for monitoring.
4.2
The present situation in the Methodist Church
In 2002 the Methodist Church recognised that domestic abuse was as common within it as it was within society as a whole, through the research findings contained in the Report, Domestic Violence and the Methodist Church - The Way Forward.

The Methodist Conference of that year commissioned further work to be done in the areas of theology, policy, practice, training and monitoring.

4.3
In the intervening time a few Districts have produced guidelines to ensure a level of good practice, and locally, groups have sought to become better informed of the issue. In some areas Women’s Network groups have encouraged the local church to be more vigilant and to address the issues. Preachers and worship leaders have addressed the subject in Sunday worship, and material for use in worship has been available on the Methodist Church website under Special Sundays. This has also been available from the Women's Network office. Cases of domestic abuse have been reported but on the whole there is some uncertainty about how to handle these either in the local church and District or connexionally, particularly when the perpetrator is ordained. 

4.4
Underlying principles
The Methodist Church seeks to offer a safe place for all people in its worship and its community life, where boundaries that safeguard acceptable behaviour are known and respected,  practices are transparent and where inappropriate or harmful behaviours and attitudes are addressed.

To address this aim, the working party suggests for consideration the following principles taken from a Charter developed by Churches Together in Gloucestershire, and adapted by Churches Together in the Merseyside Region and the Baptist Union of Great Britain, among others.

The Methodist Church - 

1
holds that domestic abuse in all its forms is unacceptable and inconsistent/incompatible with the Christian faith and a Christian way of living;

2
accepts that domestic abuse is a serious problem which occurs in church families as well as in wider society;

3
undertakes to listen, support and care for all affected by domestic abuse;

4
will work collaboratively with the support agencies, will learn from them and support them in appropriate ways, and will publicise their work; 
5
will play its part in teaching that domestic abuse is a sin; 
6
believes in a God of love, justice, mercy, and forgiveness;

7
will teach what it means to be male and female, equally made in God’s image;
8
will appoint advisors to encourage the use of good practice guidelines and keep the Church informed about the implementation and development of this Charter and the Recommendations of this report.

Resolution 48/2 offers the Conference the opportunity to adopt affirmations which draw upon these principles.

District responsibilities

4.5
Where an individual or small group within a District is appointed to take on responsibility for domestic abuse issues (see para 3.4), they should – 

· liaise with the District safeguarding officer.

· encourage the dissemination of and use of Good Practice Guidelines.

· develop a library of resource materials and information.

· encourage local churches and Circuits to be aware of relevant local phone numbers and support services.

· be a point of contact for ministers and lay leaders, able to offer advice and information to them.

· advise and inform the District, and monitor the situation.

· enable and encourage workshops and other training.

· encourage the District to mark 25th November as the Day against Violence Against Women.

Good Practice Guidelines – prevention, protection, support

4.6
This part of the report outlines what might be the basis for good practice guidelines, for discussion and consultation with the Methodist Council in the first instance,  who would ultimately be involved in implementation and monitoring. A more detailed paper on Good Practice Guidelines will be published separately and will be available from the Methodist Publishing House. 

4.7
Prevention
4.7.1
Raising awareness in teaching and worship, speaking out against domestic abuse, challenging gender inequality, giving thought to how the Bible is used and to theological emphases, ensuring language reflects belief.

4.7.2
Working with children and young people with awareness both of good safeguarding practice, and of domestic abuse, modelling equal respectful relationships, encouraging open discussion, inviting outside speakers to give a different perspective.

4.7.3

Sharing information about local agencies, signposting people to resources and support agencies by displaying posters and leaflets.

4.7.4

Developing a good training programme at all levels in the Church.

4.8
Protection and support  

4.8.1
Resourcing individuals and church communities so that they can respond appropriately and helpfully to allegations of domestic abuse, recognising that abused women – and men – find it difficult to tell their story and may approach a friend in the congregation rather than a minister or pastoral worker.

4.8.2
Remembering that safety of the abused person and children comes first.

4.8.3

Following good practice which protects the safety of ministers and church workers.

4.8.4
Recognising the need for work with abusers to be undertaken by someone with specialist skills, and where pastoral support from the church can be offered alongside.

4.8.5
Remembering that abused and abuser cannot both be supported in the same church community unless that is the express, independent wish of each.

4.8.6
Recognising that the role of the church may be to offer an accompanist on the journey to wholeness, rather than specialist help, which will come from another source.

4.8.7
Being aware of basic principles for pastoral workers and listeners (based on privacy, honesty, respect, reassurance, partnership, safety). These are developed in more detail in the separately printed paper Good Practice Guidelines.

4.8.8
Providing training to enable church workers, and members of the congregation who wish it, to develop their listening skills.

4.8.9
Keeping in contact with specialist local agencies, such as Women’s Aid, and supporting their work in practical ways.

Discipline
4.9
The working party considered the current system for handling complaints against anyone in the Methodist Church, and recommend that this section be further considered by the Methodist Council and Standing Orders amended.  Resolution 48/6 addresses this issue.

4.10
Briefly, under the present complaints procedure, a complaint can be brought against any member or office holder in the Methodist Church. A District Complaints Officer has to decide whether the complaint can be dealt with informally or passed on to a Complaints Panel. If the complaint is passed on to a panel, a team from that panel must decide whether a disciplinary charge should be formulated or whether the matter should be dealt with in some other way. A charge is dealt with by a discipline committee (a connexional committee if the respondent is a minister and a District committee if the respondent is a lay person). Where the substance of a complaint is being dealt with by a criminal court, it may be decided to await the decision from the secular courts, before advancing the case within Methodist procedures.

4.11
Discipline might involve drawing up a contract between the perpetrator and the local church. In the case of a member of the church community, this would mean that the perpetrator worshipped and received pastoral support in another church community from the abused person. Certain offices within the church would not be appropriate for a perpetrator, as with those who have committed offences against children, or sexual offences. (Similarly, someone who has embezzled funds would not be asked to be church treasurer.)

4.12
There are three grounds for complaint. These are:

1.
Any breach of the discipline of the Methodist Church.

2. Conduct which is incompatible with the person's standing in relation to the Methodist Church.

3. Where there is a conviction, or formal police caution for sexual offences against children.

Domestic abuse is a betrayal of trust which causes emotional, physical, and spiritual damage to the abused person, and is not only a criminal offence in the law of the country, but also an offence in the light of Christian practice and principles. Chairs of District, superintendents and Complaints Officers must be aware of this, and the seriousness of the offence.

The working party considers that domestic abuse should be included in the third ground for complaint.

4.13
The separate paper Good Practice Guidelines will outline  ways in which allegations of abuse might be addressed, and ways in which local churches might seek advice on process, so that the anxiety engendered by unfounded allegations can also be addressed.

SECTION V: RECOMMENDATION AND RESOLUTIONS
Recommendation

After careful reflection on this report, and as an expression of the ongoing commitment of the Methodist Church to social justice and to witness to the life-giving messages of the gospel as expressed in the Priorities for the Methodist Church, the Methodist Council recommended to the Conference the Resolutions below.

***RESOLUTIONS

(Note:  It is suggested that these Resolutions are adopted en bloc by a Standing Vote, in solidarity with those who are affected by domestic abuse and as a sign of commitment to strive for justice and an end to abuse.)
48/1.
The Conference receives the Report and commends it to all members and parts of the Church for study, prayer and action.

48/2.
The Conference affirms that the Methodist Church:

· believes in the God of love, justice, mercy and forgiveness;

· acknowledges that domestic abuse is a serious problem which occurs in church families as well as in wider society;

· holds that domestic abuse in all its forms is unacceptable and incompatible with the Christian faith and a Christian way of living;

· will encourage good practice in responding to situations of injustice and abuse;

· undertakes to listen, support and care for those affected by domestic abuse;

· will work collaboratively with specialist support agencies, will learn from them and support them in appropriate ways, and will publicise their work;

· will teach what it means to be male and female, equally made in God’s image;

· will play its part in teaching that domestic abuse is sinful behaviour;

· will constantly strive, in its practice and structures, for equal and respectful relations between people and to be a safe, transparent and honest community.

48/3.
The Conference encourages Methodists to make prayerful and considered study of the theology section of this report and its relation to their daily lives.  The Conference directs the Methodist Council, in consultation with the Faith and Order Committee, to oversee the development of an integrated strategy for harvesting the theological resources of this report and other related work in the field of pastoral theology and practice.

48/4.
The Conference encourages local churches, Circuits and Districts to disseminate this report widely in order to support worship, teaching and action that will highlight positive human relationships, speak out against abusive behaviours, offer appropriate pastoral care and support to those who are abused and seek to address the pastoral needs of those who perpetrate abuse.

48/5.
The Conference directs those responsible for training within the Church to consider how appropriate training can be given to ministers, deacons and lay people on Domestic Abuse issues as they affect individuals, family and society at large, in partnership with and drawing upon the resources of specialist agencies and ecumenical partners.

48/6.
The Conference directs that those responsible for the review of our complaints and disciplinary procedures consider whether our current procedures are adequate to deal with issues arising from cases of Domestic Abuse.

Additional Resolution (Notice of Motion 124):


The Conference directs the Methodist Council to consider the creation of a Family Justice Network to co-ordinate, oversee and promote the Church’s response on all issues of family justice.




The Day to Count:� A 24 hour snapshot of research and statistical gathering of information was carried out on September 28th 2000. The agencies involved were varied and wide-ranging from the Police, to Women’s Aid, Victim Support and Relate.  On that ordinary September day, the following statistics emerged:





Every minute police in the UK receive a call about domestic violence. On that day,  


81% of the calls were women attacked by 


   male perpetrators


	8% were men attacked by women


	4% were women attacked by women


	7% were men attacked by men.


These situations include partners and ex-partners, both currently living together and living separately.





In 1999, 37% of women murder victims were killed by a present or former partner (two women a week) compared with 6% of male murder victims. (Annual Statistics England and Wales, Home Office, 1999)





In any one day, nearly 7,000 women and children are sheltering from violence in refuges in the UK. An estimated 19,910 women and 28,520 children stayed in a refuge during the year ending the 31st March 1998 (Women’s Aid, 1999). On the Day to Count, 300 women asked for refuge in the UK, and could not be accommodated in already full refuges.





�	Stanko, E. The Day to Count: A Snapshot of the impact of Domestic Violence in the UK, In  Criminal Justice, Feb. 2000.





DOMESTIC VIOLENCE – Myths and realities


Myths�
Realities�
�
Women “ask for it”, “look for it” and really want it. It turns them on.�
Domestic violence is not the fault of women. Men are responsible for their use of violence.�
�
Women must want it and get something out of it or they would leave such men.�
Men who abuse their partners generally do so to maintain power and control over them.�
�
Women deserve it.�
�
�
�
�
�
It happens in “problem families”, it doesn’t happen in our community, our church. Women only say they are being abused to�
Women from every class, race and religion can be abused in situations of domestic violence.�
�
get re-housed or to get a better divorce settlement.�
Men from every class, race and religion can be abusers of women.�
�
�
�
�
It’s not violence, the couples just fight with each other.�
Violence and abuse can begin on a first date, in the first year, or after years of marriage/living together.�
�
�
�
�
It’s not really rape – when men want sex they’ve got to have it and can’t help it.�
Domestic violence is a crime. Women and children have the right to live free of fear, threat and abuse.�
�
�
�
�
It doesn’t happen to men.�
Statistics [British Crime Survey,  2002] say that 1 in 6 men are abused by their partners.�
�
�
�
�
From: Raising awareness of Domestic violence, National Board of Catholic Women, 1994�
�









�	In this report, the words “domestic abuse” have been used rather than “domestic violence” (See para 1.3) to reflect the changes in thinking that have happened since 2002.


�	Domestic Violence – Looking to the Future, A lecture given by the Rt Hon Dame Elizabeth Butler-Sloss, DBE.  as part of the Millennium Lecture Series at 10 Downing Street on 8th September 2003.
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� 	Female-on-male domestic abuse, by all the evidence available a minority, though a significant minority, of incidents of domestic abuse (and probably under-reported), is still not well enough understood to offer a comparable analysis from examples that show up the specific impact of Christian teaching. That is work still to be done as examples emerge.


�	P. Trible, Texts of Terror, London: SCM Press, new edition, 2002.


�	D. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993, particularly chapter 1. This is a theology specifically developed out of African-American women’s experiences.


�	There are two verbs for ‘rule’ in Hebrew whose range of meanings overlap and both of which imply that one party is subordinate to another. One (malak) is from the same root as the nouns ‘king/queen’ and often refers specifically to reigning as king or queen. The other (masal) has a more general sense of ‘have dominion/rule’ and can be used of the king (see e.g. 2 Sam 23:3, where it is used of a just and God-fearing rule), but also of humans ‘having charge’ (e.g. of a household, Gen 24:2) and even of heavenly bodies controlling day and night (Gen 1:18). It is the latter verb which is used in Gen 3:16.


�	Doctrine Commission, Being Human, Church House Publishing, 2003, pp.86-88, recalling the interpretation of Phyllis Trible in God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978, chapters 4 & 5.


�	The most difficult biblical texts for some to interpret are those which seem to picture God as coercive, or even as abusive, demanding violence. The apparent ‘demand’ of God that Abraham should sacrifice his son Isaac, even though Isaac is not in the end killed, is an example of a story which some have sought to re-interpret in protest at the kind of God who is pictured in the story. See M. Best and P. Hussey, Women Making a Difference, SPCK/CIIR, 2001, p.140-141. Jewish theologians have been more forthright than Christian theologians in discussing images of God as abusive in the Hebrew Scriptures. Generally Christian theologians discuss the image of God in the light of the love shown in Christ, making that the decisive biblical image of God.
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