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Becausereligionisapersond andingtitutional
redlity inthelivesof themgjority of thepopulationin
theU.S,, itisno surprisethat religiousteaching and
affiliation provideasgnificant context for many
women asthey addressexperiencesof victimization.
Through texts, traditions, teachings, and doctrine,
religiouscommunitiesand ingitutionsconvey vaues
and belief systemstotheir members. Inaddition,
membersoften havedirect support or counseling
relationshipswith religiousleaderswho may provide
guidanceor ingtruction. Religioustextsand teach-
iNgs can serve asresourcesto assi st thosewho have
experienced abuseinfinding safety andinthe
processof heding. Yet, religion aso can be misused
to excuse or condone abusive behavior. Inthe
context of violenceagainst women, religiousteach-
ingsand communitieswill play arole; they will never
beneutral.

Attheoutset, itisimportant to acknowledgethe
tremendousdiversty of beiefs, teachings, and
traditionsthat exist among the many religionsof the
world. Within pluraistic societiessuch asNorth
America, weneed to be aware of Roman Cathalic,
Jewish, Protestant, Orthodox Chrigtian, Mudim,
Buddhist, Hindu, Native American or First Nations
beliefsand practices, aswell asmany others. In
addition, withinany oneparticular religion, theremay
exist variousdenominations, movementsor
traditions, with their own distinct ingtitutions, cultures
and teachings. A comprehens ve exploration of the
relationship betweenreligionandviolenceagainst
women isbeyond the scope of thisarticle.

Yet, thereare some basicissuesand questions,
which confront religioudly identified womenwho

have experienced abuse. Itisour intentionto
address some of these areas of concern. Stated
smply, theredity isthat regardlessof the particular
religiouséffiliation, alongsidethetraumaof violence,
amagjority of womenwill bedealing with some
agpect of religiousbeliefsand teachingswhich will
serveeither asaresource or aroadblock (Fortune,
1987).

Thetask for both religious and secul ar leader-
shipistwofold: 1) torecognizethat religiousbeliefs,
texts, and teachings can serve both asroadblocks
and asresourcesfor victimsof violenceand 2) to
deepen our examination of religioustextsand
teachingsand explore new interpretations so that we
minimizetheroadbl ocksand maximizetheresources
for women. Nowoman should ever beforced to
choose between safety and her religiouscommunity
or tradition. She should be ableto accessthe
resources of both community-based advocacy and
shelter and faith-based support and counsel. For
her to do so, she needsthese two resourcesto work
collaboratively sothat they can provide cons stent
advocacy and support for victimsand survivorsand
participatein the process of holding perpetrators
accountable.

Deconstructing and Reconstructing:
What todowith Religious Traditions?

Among themany world rdigions, Chrigtianity,
Judaism, and Idam for example, incorporate beliefs
and practicesaswell asculturesthat vary greatly in
their impact on womenwho arevictimsof violence.
Wewill usethesethree mgjor worldreligions
commoninNorthAmericatoillustratethechalenges
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that religion presentsfor victimsof sexud and
domesticviolence.

Christianity as Roadblock and Resource. Both
theHebrew Bible and Christian Scripturescontain
story after story of violence against women: e.g.
Dinah (Genesis34), Tamar (2 Samuel 13), the

L evite'sconcubine (Judges 19), Jephthah’sdaughter
(Judges 11), Vashti (Esther 1), Suzannah (Daniel
13), and probably the persistent widow in Luke's
Gospel (Luke 18)2. Later Christiantextsalso
condone maeviolence against women and the
domination of women. For example, theright of
chastisement wasthe enforcer of women’ssubordi-
nationin marriage. Inthe*Rulesof Marriage”
compiled by Friar Cherubinointhe 15" century
(Bussert, 1986) wefind thecareful ingtructiontoa
husbandtofirst reprimand hiswife; “ Andif thistill
doesn’twork . . . take up astick and beat her
soundly . .. for it isbetter to punish the body and
correct the soul than to damage the soul and spare
thebody” (p. 13).

Unfortunately, thisdoctrine hasbeen viewed as
consistent with scriptura passagesinterpreted to
confirm maledominance over women: “Wivesbe
subject to your hushandsasyou areto the Lord.
For the husband isthe head of thewifejust as Christ
isthe head of the church, thebody of which heisthe
Savior. Just asthechurchissubject to Christ, so
alsowivesought to be, ineverything, totheir hus-
bands’ (Ephesians5.22-24 NRSV). Either by its
slenceor itsingtruction, the church hastoo often
communicated to battered women that they should
stay inabusiverelationships, try to be better wives,
and “forgiveandforget.” To batterers, it has
communicated that their effortsto control their wives
or girlfriendsarejustified becausewomen areto be
subject tomeninal things. They have been permit-
tedto“discipling’ their wivesandtheir childrenall
for the*good of thefamily.” Chrigtianhistory isfilled
with examplesof churchleadersjustifying abuse of
women by men. ChurchfatherslikeMartin Luther
unapol ogeticaly described their own physical
violencetowardstheir wives(Smith, 1911).

In dealing with domestic violence, however, the
Chrigtian scripturd justificationsfor women remain-

ingin abusiverdationships(subordinationin mar-
riage, e.g. Ephesians’5:20; prohibition of divorce,
e.g. Maachi 2:13-16) must be considered inthe
fuller context of ethics, theology, and doctrine.
Prooftexting (the selective use of atext, usualy out
of context, to support one’ s position) isacommon
ploy by thosewho seek to Ssimply justify their
actions. Itisnot difficult to prooftextaman’s
prerogativeto dominate and control awomanwithin
patriarchal western rligioustraditions. But it
nonethel ess does not represent thewhole story.

For example, in Jesus ministry, heteaches. “The
thief comesonly to steal and kill and destroy. |
camethat they may havelife, and haveit abun-
dantly” (John 10:10, NRSV). Victimizationisnever
God'swill but rather fullnessof life. Jesusunder-
stood hisministry “to proclaim releaseto the cap-
tives...” (Luke4:18 quoting Isaiah 61, NRSV).
Hetold the story of the Good Samaritan to empha-
sizeour responsi bility to stop and carefor thevictim.
Thesearefundamentd teachingsthrough which
other passages must beinterpreted in Christianity.

Judaism as Roadblock and Resource. Both the
family and the home have been central to Jewish
religiousand cultural life. Shalombayit (peacein
thehome) isanimportant Jewishvalue; it refersto
anided state—aharmonioushomeinwhichal who
dwell within are nurtured and respected. Yetthe
concept of shalombayit hasbeen misused by some
who place on women the sole responsibility for
maintaining peaceinthehomeand even hasbeen
used to pressurewomen to remainin or returnto
homesinwhich they have beenthevictimsof abuse.
Shalombayit asavalue and ideal to beworked
towards should not be confused with the* myth of
the perfect Jewish family,” inwhich abuseaswell as
other problems have been covered up and seen as
sourcesof shame.

In addition, although shalombayit isan impor-
tant Jewish value, it doesnot have priority over
taking actionto savealife. Judaismrecognizesall
human beings, maleand female, ascreated b'tzelem
elohim (intheimage of God) (see Genesis 1:27).
Pikuach nefesh (taking actionto savealife) isof
theutmost importancein Jewishtradition. The
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Talmud teachesthat “aperson who savesalifeisas
onewho hassaved an entireworld” (Talmud,
Sanhedrin 374). Judaism servesasaresourcefor
women who have experienced abuse when pikuach
nefesh istaught and remembered to be asacred
obligation, taking precedence over shalombayjit,
particularly whenthe homeisnot aplace of peace,
but rather aplaceinwhich violenceisbeing perpe-
trated.

| lam as Roadblock and Resource. Within Islam,
weasofindtextsand interpretations of textsthat
have been used by abusive mento justify their
behavior. Accordingto Mudim scholar and activist
SharifaAlkhateeb (1999):

Themost abused verseisayah 34 of Surahfour:
“Men arethe protectors and maintainers of
women becauseAllah gave moreto the onethan
the other, and because they support them from
their means. So devout women areextremely
careful and attentivein guarding what cannot be
seeninthat whichAllahisextremely careful and
attentiveinguarding. Concerningwomenwhose
rebelliousdidoyaty (nusbooz) youfear,
admonish them, then refuseto sharetheir beds,
then hit them; but if they become obedient, do
not seek means of annoyance against them. For
AllahisMost High, Great” (pp. 54-55).

Alkhateeb (1999) arguesthat this passageinstructs
Mudim mentofinancialy and physicaly protect
women (giventheir greater physica strength) and
ingructsMudimwomento guard their fiddlity in
obediencetoAllah. Shepointsout that to trandate
theword “tohit” contradictsthe explicit teachings of
the Prophet:

Sometrandatorsassert that itisincorrect to
trandatetheword* hit” at al, based onthe
Prophet’slifelong abhorrence of hitting— found
inthehadith collectionsof Abu Daud, Nasa I,
Ibn Hibban, and Bayhaqji, andin hisinstruction
inhislast sermonwhere herestricted striking to
alight tap (gbayr mubarrih—without causing

pain) only if thewife hasbecomequilty of
nusbooz, obviousimmoral conduct (p. 55).

ThenAlkhateeb (1999) concludes:

Thewording of thisverseemphasi zesthe
woman'sobediencetoAllah’sdesires, and not
to those of another human being, but thosewho
misinterpret thisversewould assgn menthe
duty of being eterna surveillance policeover
their wives. . . In short, thisverse has been used
asatool of control and abuse completely
opposed to theldamic foundation of marriage
andfamily (p. 55).

In contrast, Alkhateeb (1999) pointsout that in
the Qur’ an, themarital relationship specificaly is
mandated to be one of “mutual kindnessand mercy
(30:21; 9:71)” (p. 53). Mudimwomen keep their
own nameswhen they marry and havearighttoa
marriage contract inwhichthey can specify their
expectationsof fair treatment.

No human being has ultimate authority over
women. ... Idamactualy requireskindness,
politeness, consi deration, gentleness, respect
and genera goodnesstowomen. ... The
current unjust practicesto women represent
ignorance of therdligionrather than an example
of thereligion (Alkhateeb, 2003, pp. 7-8).

In other words, theresources are many to challenge
theroadblocks.

Transforming Roadblocks into Resources.
Early inthe development of religiousresponsesto
sexua and domestic violence, Bussert (1986)
clearly stated theagenda: “Weneed . . . to begin
articulating afaith that will providewomenwith
resourcesfor strength rather than resourcesfor
endurance. We must articulate atheology of em-
powerment rather than atheol ogy of passive endur-
ance” (p. 65). Thisneeded approachrequiresa
critique (or deconstruction) of the roadblocksthat
have been created by patriarcha interpretations of
religiousteachings, and the devel opment (or recon-
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struction) of useful resourcesthat empower victims
and survivorsto addresstheir experiences.

Although Chrigtianity, Judaism, and Idamall
state asacoreva uethe preservation of marriage
and thefamily, an underlying purposebehind the
application of textsand teachingson marriageand
family often hasbeen the preservation of male
control of women and children withinapatriarchal
system. Attimes, thishascome at the expense of
women'ssafety. Thuswe have seen centuriesof
“religioninserviceto patriarchy” rather than serving
asachallengeto thedominant socid normswhich
have perpetuated violence against women.

Celebrating Narratives

Tragicaly, acritical look at thehistory of much
of our collectivereligiousteaching makesclear that
religiousingditutionshaveexplicitly orimplicitly
shaped the context of valueswhich havetol erated
violence against women. Indeed, examplesof
violence againgt and the silencing of women appear
inmany placesin authoritativetextsof our religious
traditions. Yet therea so exist persistent sources
within our varioustraditionswhich, when explored
and given voice, offer powerful resourcesfor
strength and courage, aswell ascompassionand
justicefor thosewho have been harmed by the acts
of another inthe community.

The book of Esther inthe Hebrew Bibleisone
suchexample. Everythingistopsy-turvy inthis
biblical text. Themenare portrayed asevil or
stupid. Thewomen arestrong. Thebook begins
with Queen Vashti’srefusal to appear before her
drunken husband (the king) to “display her beauty to
the peoplesandtheofficias’ (see, Esther 1:11,
trand ation by Jewish Publication Society). Vashti’s
refusal enraged theking, whoworried that if people
found out that the queen had disobeyed him, then
other wives might disobey their husbands and chaos
would ensue. Theking banished Vashti andfounda
new queen, Esther. Esther, aJew, was not known
to be aJew when she became queen. Then, at the
behest of hisaide Haman, ahater of Jews, theking
signed an edict declaring that on acertain date all
Jewsunder hisdomainwould bekilled. Esther,

though fearing for her life, revealed to her husband
that shewasaJew and would bekilled under the
edict. Asaresult of Esther’scourageousact, the
king issued asuperceding edict, inwhich Haman
would bekilled, rather than the Jaws. The book of
Esther isread each year on the Jewish holiday of
Purim. Esther’scourageisjoyoudy celebrated.
Thebiblical characters, Vashti and Esther, remind us
that women alwayshaveengaged in actsof resis-
tanceto maleviolenceand domination.

Other powerful examplesof courageouswomen
who engaged in acts of resistanceto maleviolence
and domination appear inthe Bible. For example,
inthe book of Exodus, though instructed by the
pharaoh of Egypt tokill all male Hebrew babies, the
midwives, Shifraand Puah, acted with courage and
refused to do so (Exodus 1:15-21). Another
exceptionisthestory of Susannah, inwhichtwo
eldersinthecommunity sexualy harass Susannah.
When sheresists, they falsely accuse her of adultery
inorder to savethemselves. Daniel appearsonthe
sceneto defend her and indict the elders (Daniel
13). Unfortunately, however, thisstory iscontained
withintheA pocryphabut not the biblical canon.
Thus, itisunfamiliar to most people.

In Chrigtian scripture, Jesustellsthe story of the
persistent widow who goesto the unjust judgeto be
vindicated for someunnamed offenseagainst her.
Herefusesand sendsher away until finally he
vindicates her because hetiresof her bothering him.
Her strength and persistenceresult in her receiving
thejustice she deserved.

Inldam, Alkhateeb (2002) pointsout that texts
that should chalengethe community to support
battered women are often not seen asrelevant to

mariage

For instance, theverse* Allah (God) lovesnot
that evil should be noised abroad in public
speech, except whereinjustice has been done:
for Allah (God) Hearsand Knowsall things’
(4:148), isaclear permissionto speak openly
about injusticeon any issueincluding marital
abuse (p. 18).
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Resources such asthesefrom Christianity, Judaism,
and Ilam can help to transform theway that bat-
tered women aretreated intheir communities.

ViolenceasSin

Beyond highlighting and celebrating those
religiousnarrativesand textsinwhichwomen serve
asstrong and courageous role model's, however, we
need to understand and teach that, theol ogically and
ethically, sexua and domestic violence congtitute
sn—thephysica, psychologica, and spiritua
violation of one person by another. Assuchit
violatesthebodily integrity of thevictim and shatters
thepossibility of right relationship betweenthevictim
and abuser. Any form of personal violencedestroys
trust in the other person (when perpetrated by an
acquaintanceor family member) andtrustinthe
basi ¢ security of one’sworld (when perpetrated
either by astranger or aperson oneknows). The
secondary effect istoisolate or cut thevictim off
from her community. This, too, isasin.

Our culture doesnot take violence against
women serioudly. Yet to assert that violence against
women isunacceptableiscons stent with the por-
traya of God, e.g., in Hebrew and Christian scrip-
turesasonewho standswith the vulnerableand
powerlessand speaksjudgment against thosewho
chooseto usetheir power inwaysthat harm others.
(See, Hebrew Bible, Leviticus19:9-10, 14; Isaiah
58:6-7; See, Christian Scripture, Luke 17:1-2).

Contemporary Context:
Movingfrom Mistrust to Collaboration

To adequately respond to the needs of battered
women and rapevictims, itisimperativethat clergy
learn about domestic violence and reach out to
secular advocatesand services. Likewise, itis
imperativethat secular advocatesand counselors
appreciatetheimportance of women'sredligious
backgroundsand reach out to clergy and religious
groupsto find resourcesto meet the needs of
victims. lll-informed religious|eadersor advocates
can present ma or roadblocksto victimsof violence.

A history of mistrust hasdevel oped inresponse
to smplistic assumptionsor erroneousbeliefson
both sidesof thisequation. A religious|eader may
seeasecular shelter as*breaking up families’ or
“undermining awoman’sfaith.” A secular advocate
may seeareligious|eader as” sexist” or “endanger-
ingawoman'ssafety.” Breaking throughthis
mistrust requiresrisk-taking and initiativefrom both
sdesand ashared commitment to thewell being of
thevictimor survivor. If wecan stay focused on
her, wequickly realizethat we a one cannot provide
all that sheneeds. Each of usashelpersneedsthe
resourcesof othersin our community to empower
her to be safeand to find the healing she needs.
Religiousleaders collaborating with advocatescan
providetheresourcesessential to safety and healing.

Secular advocates can seek out and build
relationshipswith trusted rdligious|eaders, offering
training and support. Inbuildinganetworkina
community, advocateswill then havevauable
resourcesfor referral when battered women or rape
victimsneedtodiscusstheir religiousor spiritua
concerns. They will also gainsupport for their
organizationsthrough active board membersand
funders.

Reigiousleadersaso can utilizetheir positions
ascommunity leadersto help shapethediscussion
of issues concerning violenceagainst women. Most
clergy haveweekly accessto acongregation where,
inthecontext of religiousteaching, they can educate
and advocatefor ending violence against women.
They canwritelettersto theeditor, discusspublic
policy and fundingissues, and support organizations
that servevictims. Congregationscanwork to
insurethat they are safe placesfor adultsand
children and can partner with local agenciesto
providevolunteers, meeting space, and financia
support. Seminariescantrain studentstoidentify
sexual and domestic violence, to respond appropri-
ately, and to utilize community resourceswhenever
possible.

Inaddition, trainingisvery useful for identifying
aliesand building collaborativere ationshipsbe-
tween secular advocatesand religiousleadersinthe
community. Trainingfor religiousleadersshould
includerdigiousadliesintheplanning and should
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focuson the basicsof theissues, aswell ashow to
make appropriatereferralsand work together with
secular advocates and counsalors (Fortune, 1991).
Training for advocatesshould includeaddressng the
religious concernsthat women may present and how
to make appropriatereferralsto religiousresources.

If weareto succeed inthegoa which Bussert
(1986) asserts, “articulating afaith that will provide
womenwith resourcesfor strength rather than
resourcesfor endurance” (p.65), we must work
wherewe areto maximize women’sresourcesand
minimizetheroadblocksthat either our religiousor
secular effortsmay offer. Thisisour chalenge. Itis
also our sacred obligation. “If not now, when?’
(Mishnah, Avot 1:14).
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2 Genesis 34, 2 Samuel 13, Judges 11 and 19, and
Esther 1 areall foundinthe Hebrew Bible. Luke 18
ispart of Christian Scripture. Whilethe book of
Danid ispart of the Hebrew Bible, only chapters 1-
12 are contained within thebiblical canon. Chapter
13 appearsinthe Christian Apocrypha. It isimpor-
tant to notethat while both Jewsand Christians
regard the Hebrew Bible (referred to by Christians
asHebrew Scripture) asauthoritativetext, theways
inwhich Jewsand Christiansmay read scriptural
text or particular passagesmay vary enormoudly.

I rrespective of reading Strategy, historical and
theological lenses, however, thebiblical textis
|oaded with narrativesdescribing violence against
women.
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In-Brief:
Violence Against Women and the Role of Religion

Reigionisapersonal and ingtitutiona redlity inthelivesof themgjority of thepopulationintheU.S,, so
itisno surprisethat religiousteaching and affiliation provideasignificant context for many women asthey
addressexperiencesof victimization. Throughtexts, traditions, teachingsand doctrine, religiouscommuni-
tiesand ingtitutions convey valuesand belief systemsto their members. In addition, membersoften have
direct support or counsdling relationshipswith religiousleaderswho may provideguidanceor instruction.
Religioustextsand teachings can serveasresourcesto ass st those who have experienced abusein finding
safety and intheprocessof healing. Yet, religion aso can be misused to excuse or condone abusive behav-
ior. Inthecontext of violence against women, religiousteachingsand communitieswill play arole; they will
never beneutral.

Thisdocument coverssomeof the basi cissuesand questionsthat confront religioudly identified women
who haveexperienced abuse. Theredlity isthat regardlessof the particular rligiousaffiliation, alongsidethe
traumacof violence, amagjority of womenwill be dealing with some aspect of religiousbdliefsand teachings
whichwill serveeither asaresource or aroadblock (Fortune, 1987).

Thetask for both religiousand secular leadership istwofold: 1) to recognizethat religiousbeliefs, texts,
and teachings can serve both asroadbl ocks and asresourcesfor victimsof violenceand 2) to degpen our
examination of religioustextsand teachingsand explore new interpretations so that we minimizethe road-
blocks and maximizetheresourcesfor women. Nowoman should ever beforced to choose between
safety and her religiouscommunity or tradition. She should be ableto accessthe resources of both commu-
nity-based advocacy and shelter and faith-based support and counsel.

To adequately respond to the needs of battered women and rapevictims, it isimperativethat clergy
learn about violence against women and reach out to secul ar advocatesand services. Likewise, itisim-
perativethat secular advocates and counsel ors appreci ate theimportance of women'sreligious backgrounds
and reach out to clergy and religious groupsto find resourcesto meet the needs of victims. Religious
leadersa so can utilize their positionsas community leadersto hel p shapethe discussion of issuesconcerning
violenceagainst women.
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