Healing Waters: Churches Working to End Violence Against Women

by Carol Penner (Women’s Inter-Church Council of Canada, 2004)


The following is excerpted from Section V: “Moving Forward”
Responding to a Suspected Survivor of Abuse
A woman who is being abused is not easily identifiable. She may be your neighbour. She may sit with you on a committee at church. Maybe she is the mother of one of your children’s friends. She may be your minister. She may be the tenant downstairs, the old woman who you visit at the park, or your sister.  


Many women who are abused try to let people know what is happening. They may not come out and say the words, but they may drop hints that all is not well. Be aware that violence against women is not just a statistic but may be happening to people you know. 

· You inquire about a woman’s black eye and she explains that she ran into a door. You remember that she had a black eye last month too.

· An older woman doesn’t know her financial situation; her son takes care of all the banking, pays her bills, deposits her cheques. She has to ask for money from him.

· Your sister calls you from a phone booth because her husband doesn’t want her calling her family all the time.

· A meeting goes later than expected and a teenager says, “My boyfriend’s going to kill me if he calls and I’m not home by eleven.”

· You meet your neighbour at the veterinarian’s office, her dog is having surgery because her husband kicked it.

· A woman in your church declines going to a women’s group, “Because my husband really doesn’t like me going out without him.”

None of these things in and of themselves point definitely to abuse. Being aware that violence happens in women’s lives means that you may ask the question, “What happens when your husband gets angry?” or “Do you find that you have to hide a lot of things you do from your partner?”  Perhaps you will subtly let your friend know that you are a safe person to talk to if she chooses. You could do this by telling her of a story you read in the newspaper about abuse, and how that sort of thing happens to a lot of people. Maybe you could tell her of a friend who left an abusive relationship and how supportive you are of their decision. Showing you care about women who suffer from violence may give her permission to share her story with you. If she is being abused, even if she never tells you anything, it may help her to think differently about what is happening in her life.

Witnessing Abuse:  How to Respond in the Moment


It may be that you witness something abusive happening. You’re out for dinner with friends, and one of your group criticizes his partner cruelly in front of everyone; she goes to the bathroom in tears. You see a man and a woman arguing on the street by the supermarket. You hear loud noises and screaming coming from your neighbour’s house. You face a dilemma: how do you respond?  Being more aware of violence against women can help you make a decision.

When Sandra was in her early twenties she witnessed a couple on the street having a violent verbal confrontation. She was with friends, and they told her that she shouldn’t intervene. “This is a public place, she can walk away if she wants.”  There was something in the woman’s voice that still haunted Sandra, years later. The woman was screaming back at the man, but she sounded scared. Her body language looked like she was cringing. Sandra always wondered what happened to that woman. Years later she still asked herself, “Why didn’t I go over and help her?  Why didn’t I call the police?”

Sandra became more aware of issues about violence against women as she got older. This happened mostly because more of her friends talked to her about what happened to them. One had been sexually assaulted. Another talked about being sexually abused as a teenager by her uncle. Another friend’s marriage broke down because of abuse. Stories about violence against women in the newspaper seemed to jump out at her. She started reading some books about the issue, and was able to go to a few seminars that her church’s denomination sponsored. 

Something happened that made Sandra realize that she had changed. One day she heard a loud argument in the upstairs apartment. She knew that the couple often had fights, but this one sounded different. The yelling was louder, and suddenly there were big bangs, like furniture was being thrown around. Before she even thought about it, Sandra was at their apartment door knocking and calling the woman’s name. No one came to the door, but it was unlocked, so Sandra went in, following the voices to the bathroom. The couple was surprised to see her and stopped yelling. 

“I came to see if you’re OK,”  Sandra said, looking at the woman. 

The woman said, “I’m OK.”  

“No, I really mean it, are you OK, can I help, can I call someone, do you want to come down to my apartment?”  

The woman looked at her, and said, “No, I’m OK, I’m fine.”  

Sandra looked at both of them, and said, “I was worried, I had to check.”  And then she went downstairs.

When she got to her apartment, Sandra realized that she was shaking all over. She couldn’t believe she’d had the guts just to barge into someone else’s house. She knew though that she didn’t want to think about this for years to come, wondering what she should have done differently.  

If you witness something that looks violent, check with the woman to see whether she needs help. If it’s obvious she’s being hurt, call the police immediately. Intervening in a violent confrontation can be a very dangerous thing to do. However, ignoring a cry for help can mean the difference between life and death. 

Responding to Someone Who Shares a Story of Being Abused

Most women won’t come and say to you, “I am a survivor of violence against women,” or “I am a survivor of domestic violence.”  They may identify themselves as being victimized, or they may simply say, “I got hurt when he was mad.”  What you do know is that the woman has been injured in some way—either spiritually, psychologically, emotionally, financially, sexually or physically. 

Listen very carefully to what she has said, showing her by your body language that you are paying attention. Repeat back to her what she is saying, so she knows you’ve heard her. Ask her if she needs a safe place to go, or needs help getting there. Refer her specifically to a shelter, giving her a phone number she can call. You may want to offer your own home as a place she can be safe if she is not comfortable going to a shelter.

Do not minimize the harm, even if she does. She may say, “He didn’t really mean to hurt me.”  Tell her that she deserves to be safe. Ask her whether she needs help getting assistance. If the harm is physical or sexual, does she have a family doctor that she can trust?  Does she want to go to the hospital now?  If the woman is being abused economically, does she have a counselor or a lawyer that she can contact?  Tell her that you can help her look for community resources.

Tell her that you would support her leaving the situation so she can be safe. Do not be surprised if she is reluctant to leave; many women have to think about leaving for  a long time before they summon the courage to go. Do not criticize her or pressure her to do what you think is best.  The time when a woman leaves an abusive relationship is often the most dangerous; she needs to be ready to take that risk. Just because you are ready for her to take that risk, doesn’t mean that she is ready!

If she decides to stay, tell her that you are worried that the violence may continue, and that she may get hurt even more. Assure her that you will be there for her, if she needs to talk again, or if she needs assistance.

It will be tempting to say mean things about the person who hurt her. Avoid doing this; the woman may have ambivalent feelings towards the person who hurt her. She may love him and be afraid of him at the same time. It is her relationship, and she needs to make decisions about how she feels. She may feel overwhelmed by your emotions, particularly if you feel outraged; having to deal with your emotions is not going to help her. 

Women who reveal that they have been abused often have suffered for a very long time. They may not trust their own judgments or feelings. They may have low self-esteem; they may blame themselves for what is happening.  They may feel that they are powerless. If you try to make decisions for someone in this situation, it reinforces to them that they are powerless. Try to empower the woman to make up her own mind, and decide what she wants to do.

You can empower her by giving her options. She has the option to call the police; let her know that abuse is a crime. Help her to think of several alternative safety plans, so that she can choose which one best suits her need. Remind her that shelters are helpful even if she doesn’t go to stay there; counsellors can help her with safety plans. They can provide information about community resources she can access when and if she is ready. 

She is in a very stressful situation. Respond in the way you would to any friend who is in crisis. Be available to talk. Help out with meals or childcare. Provide financial resources if you can to help with expenses. Show her that you care what happens to her. Let her know she deserves to live in safety.
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