
Be observant. There are often subtle clues that belie the isolation 
and pain happening in a relationship. Someone being abused may:
•  be quiet or timid around her partner
•  change what she says to agree with her partner
•  receive belittling comments from her partner in public
•  mention the partner is jealous or has a temper
•  check in frequently with her partner to report her 

location or activities
•  receive frequent texts and calls from the partner
•  have noticeable changes in personality, confidence, or outlook
•  be late or always in a hurry to get home
•  miss or cancel commitments
•  respond to an invitation with “I want to come, but I just can’t”
•  have limited access to money, checks, or credit cards
• be restricted from seeing family and friends
•  have frequent injuries or complain of clumsiness
•  wear clothing or sunglasses to cover cuts and bruises
•  be anxious, depressed, or suicidal

I t is happening all around you. Domestic abuse and violence occur in the lives of your friends, family, cowork-
ers, and neighbors. Victims are adults, teens, women, men, poor, and rich; they have skins of every color. Look 
around you in worship, in LWML meetings, in Bible studies, in youth group, and at work. They are there. It 
may even happen in the marriage of your pastor or church worker.

In this article, the term partner is used to include husband, wife, boyfriend, and girlfriend; abuse happens in all stages of 
intimate relationships. For simplicity, gender-specific pronouns will be used even though abuse is not a gender-limited 
sin. Reported abuse incidents are higher for males towards females, but there are also many male victims.
As Christians, the body of Christ, we know we are to bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2). However, by the 
abuser’s design, the victim will often be isolated from support systems such as church, family, and friends. How can 
we bear the burdens of those abused if it’s happening in secret? 

speak Up. Once you suspect there may be abuse, 
don’t let your fear stop you from acting. It’s okay 
to ask a gentle, kindly-worded question. You may 
not receive an honest answer, but your question 
will convey you care and will cause her to think. 
It may even save a life. For the victim’s safety, 
speak only in complete privacy away from the 
partner’s eyes. Things to say or ask:
•  “I’m concerned. Is something wrong? 

Do you feel safe?”
•  “I sense something’s wrong. When you’re 

ready to talk, I’m ready to just listen.”
•  “I’ve been praying for you. Something has 

changed. You used to ____.”
•  “You seem different. Is everything okay at 

home?” 
•  “If you need to talk, it will stay just between us.”
•  Give her an excuse for talking to you. “If any-

one asks, you can just say I asked about __.”
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Walk alongside. Your primary concern must always be the 
safety of the victim and any children. Communicating with you 
might endanger them. Ask, “Does he know you are here?” and 
“When do you need to be home?” and “How can we commu-
nicate safely?” Let the victim tell you where and when to meet. 
It might be in the church bathroom, public library, grocery store 
or school. Do not give a victim a copy of this Lutheran Woman’s 
Quarterly. If the abuser discovers it, she will be endangered. [If 
possible, invite her to read it online at www.lwml.org on your de-
vice, so her phone, tablet, or computer history cannot be tracked.] 
You may be tempted to confront the abuser, passively or aggres-
sively. Avoid giving the abuser dirty looks. Avoid direct con-
frontation. At this point in time, your role is to support her and 
not to rehabilitate the abuser. Confrontation may come later 
and should come from someone else. Forcing confrontation 
endangers the abused person.
You may be tempted to fix the problem and take charge. Don’t! 
Do educate yourself. Read. Research online. Abusive relation-
ships are very complex, but you do not need to understand 
everything in order to support someone. Become a safe person 
in whom the victim can confide. Assure her you will not act or 
talk to anyone without her permission, and keep that promise.
A tremendous gift you can give a victim is to believe her. If 
anything, she is minimizing the abuse. It takes courage to tell 
you, and it makes everything more real, big, and scary. People 
who have been abused may be emotionally drained, ashamed, 
and confused. Give her space and time without pressure. 
The victim will need more help than you can provide. Give 
options, not advice. The victim must choose how or when to 
act. When she is ready to act, offer her the use of your phone 
and your computer so that the abuser cannot track her. Provide 
The National Domestic Violence Hotline*, so trained staff can 
guide her through options, including development of a safety 
plan. Offer to accompany her to talk with a pastor, church 
worker, or counselor who understands domestic violence. Offer 
to keep essential documents, a packed suitcase, or an extra set 
of keys in case of emergency.
She may make choices with which you disagree. You may think 
she should leave. Most spouses don’t want a divorce; they want 
the abuse to stop. Allow her time to make decisions. With the 
Lord’s strength and your love, she may eventually have the 
courage to take action.
You may be tempted to avoid or abandon the one abused dur-
ing the journey of months and years. At some point, shame and 
embarrassment may keep the victim from maintaining contact 
with you. Be patient and consistently let her know you keep 
praying and you’re still there. You may grow weary. Christ will 
not grow weary. Christ, not you, sustains His troubled child. 
Christ, not you, bore the ultimate burden of abuse on the cross. 
Rest in the sure confidence that He is at work.

Helpful insights
as you continue to provide love and 
support, there are some insights that 
may prove helpful.

•  Keep anger and judgments about the 
abuser to yourself. the victim may truly 
love the abuser.

•  Don’t recommend couples counseling. 
Both parties will need individual thera-
py to wrestle with their own issues and 
patterns. after many months, they may 
be ready for counseling together.

•  Assure her that she does not deserve to 
be treated this way. god never with-
holds his mercy from her the way an 
abuser does.

•  She has learned from her abuser to mis-
trust her own perceptions and judgment. 
you can provide assurance that she is not 
crazy and her thoughts have value.

•  Her every sin, thought, and action has 
been criticized by the abuser. She has 
been crushed by the law delivered in 
a way that seeks to manipulate and 
control. She desperately needs the pure 
sweet gospel.

•  Assure her of the Gospel! God does not 
despise her. god will not punish her, 
abandon her, or stop loving her. god 
promises to be with her always (mat-
thew 28:20). god’s love for her is not 
conditional. this is the opposite of the 
abuser’s message.

•  Pray with her. Read the Bible with her. 
ask how you can safely encourage her 
with god’s Word.Continued on page 8
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She learned that would be a long process. 
“I got an apartment with my brother, got 
a job, and tried to fix my messed-up mar-
riage. I insisted that he go to counseling 
for abusers, and I went to the accom-
panying program for victims. We also 
started seeing my pastor for counseling.”
unfortunately, her pastor was unaware of 
the best way to counsel couples in abusive 
situations. “He counseled us together, 
which is a huge mistake. He meant well, 
but it was painful to hear him say, ‘Your 
husband’s sorry now. When are you going 
to forgive him and go home?’ ” 
She knew she wasn’t perfect. “I did all sorts of things I shouldn’t 
have done, but none of them justified abuse.”
Especially with this counseling experience, she learned the im-
portance of educating pastors and lay people. “It’s the really big 
task,” she said, “and I’m very honored to be a part of doing that.”
After almost a year of working to heal her marriage, she saw no 
lasting fruits of repentance or reconciliation in her husband and, 
to protect herself and her son, she ultimately filed for divorce.

The one thing she held onto throughout 
was God’s promise to her in Baptism. 
“I’m baptized.” She repeated this com-
forting phrase often. “Everything else 
had turned upside down, but I knew that 
historical fact was true.”
She continued to find comfort in her 
faith and in Ephesians 5: 22–33, which 
she admits may seem strange. “So many 
people get worked up about submis-
sion, but God does not want that kind of 
submission. I was trying to do the wrong 
kind of submission. The husband part — 

the Christ part — was not what I was experiencing either.”
After years of living in an abusive relationship and hearing so 
many negative words, she came to see that marriage can and 
should be a reflection of the relationship between Christ and the 
church. “It is this gorgeous, beautiful, trusting relationship. To 
be seen as Christ sees the church as beautiful, spotless, sinless, 
holy, pure and not even any wrinkles or blemishes. To know that 
is how I am seen in Christ and that’s how a husband should see 
his wife! That’s awesome and that’s beautiful. That’s what a mar-
riage should be like.” Q

The place where God’s gifts are freely given, church, can 
be painful for people in traumatic relationships. Everyone 
else seems so happy sitting in their pretty families. You can 
remind her to keep her eyes on God’s grace and mercy for 
her, not on other people. The Word, Sacraments, hymns, and 
liturgy are God’s Means to provide her strength and comfort.
Encourage her to remember her Baptism; it was in that 
Font that our Lord drowned all her sins. Point her to the 
Cross on which all the blame and punishment for her sin 
was executed. Remind her that every time she receives the 
Lord’s Supper, she is forgiven and strengthened anew. Give 
her God’s Word so she is sustained with the sure promise 
of God - that He will never leave her or forsake her. Abuse 
is Satan’s weapon to tear apart God’s good gift of love and 
marriage. The darkness of abuse is swallowed up by the 
Light that no darkness can overcome ( John 1). God has 
pronounced the victim His perfect, precious child. That is 
the message you can provide over and over again as you care 
for someone being abused. The Lord is faithful; He will 
strengthen you to walk alongside. Q

Helpful Resources
 *the national domestic violence Hotline 24/7
1-800-799-7233 
www.thehotline.org

lCMs resources
www.lcms.org/socialissues/domesticviolence

Her Own Story from page 4 
by Beth Foreman, Associate Editor

Bearing Burdens from page 7
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