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Domestic Violence in the Church and
Redemptive Suffering in 1 Peter

Steven Tracy

Domestic violence is an enormous worldwide social problem that warrants
serious attention by biblical scholars and ethicists. The etiology of domestic vio-
lence is complex, and many different social, familial, interpersonal, and reli-
gious influences have been put forth as causal factors of domestic violence.!
One of the more common assertions made by feminist scholars is that Christian
theology contributes to the physical abuse of women. Texts in 1 Peter that deal
with redemptive suffering (esp. 2:23-24) and submission of slaves and females
(2:18, 3:1) are frequently used to bolster this assertion. The misuse of these
same texts by conservatives has also given credence to the feminist assertion
that evangelical theology contributes to the abuse of women. In this article, I
contend that liberal feminists and evangelical traditionalists have both failed to
read these texts in their proper social context. Instead of contributing to the
abuse of women in Christian homes, these texts give very helpful principles to
correct the abuse of Christian women by their spouses.

The Reality of Domestic Violence

Domestic violence is such an ugly concept to modern Westerners that it is
typically minimized and underreported.2 It is particularly difficult for evangel-

! Two of the most thorough discussions of the complex factors behind domestic violence are
What Causes Men’s Violence against Women? ed. Michele Harway and James M. O’'Neil (Thousand
Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 1999) and Kurst-Swanger and Petcosky, Violence in the Home: Multidisciplinary
Perspectives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 30-53.

2 Pamela Cooper-White notes that everyone has a reason, conscious or unconscious, to mini-
mize domestic violence. Abuse victims are often tempted to minimize as a defense mechanism to
deal with their own painful past. Women who have not experienced abuse minimize to ease the
painful reality that they live in a violent world. Men (abusers, and nonabusers) also have powerful
reasons for minimizing the reality of domestic violence, Pamela Cooper-White, “An Emperor
Without Clothes: The Church’s Views about Treatment of Domestic Violence,” Pastoral Psychology
45 (1996): 4. Even trained professionals often minimize domestic violence. In one study, physicians
correctly identified domestic violence in only 0.3 percent of instances, B. D. Kerker, S. M. Horwitz,
etal., “Identification of Violence in the Home: Pediatric and Parental Reports,” Archives of Pediatric
Adolescent Medicine 154 (2000): 457-62.
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icals, who view marriage as sacred and place great emphasis on the significance
and beauty of the family, to acknowledge and address domestic violence. To put
it more starkly, “Denial of abuse in the family is widespread; people prefer to
cling to the image of the family as an institution representing the best of human
interaction: nurturance, love, support, protection, and comfort among family
members. It is painful to admit that the home is a dangerous place.™

Like many blessed to grow up in a loving home, I have had a very difficult
time accepting the reality of domestic violence in Christian homes. Years ago
when I was a young pastor in a vibrant church, I was deeply offended when I
heard that the women’s ministry was having a special speaker address the topic
of domestic violence. Little did I (or anyone else) realize that one of our elders
had been beating his wife for years, having put her in the hospital several times.
At this same time, one of our ministers was facing arrest for felony child abuse.
Pastoral ministry as well as academic research has forcefully shown me that the
evangelical church must be much more zealous in addressing domestic violence.

Domestic violence is an enormous problem worldwide. The World Health
Organization notes that research results from every country where reliable,
large-scale studies have been conducted reveal that 16-52 percent of women
have been assaulted by an intimate partner, and violence against women
(which often takes place in the home) is as serious a cause of death and inca-
pacity among women of reproductive age as cancer.? In the United States, the
Surgeon General has reported that domestic violence perpetrated by males
accounts for more adult female emergency room visits than traffic accidents,
muggings, and rapes combined and is the greatest single cause of injury to
American women.5 The U.S. Department of Justice reports that approximately
one-third of murdered women are killed by an intimate (husband, ex-husband,
or boyfriend), and most victims of intimate partner homicide are killed by their
husbands.® In 1998, women experienced about 900,000 violent offenses at the
hands of an intimate partner, a rate five times higher than the violence men
experience from women.” Various studies show that 22 to 33 percent of North

8 Mildred D. Pagelow and Pamela Johnson, “Abuse in the American Family: The Role of
Religion,” in Abuse and Religion: When Praying Isn't Enough, ed. Anne L. Horton and Judith A.
Williamson, (Lexington, Mass.: Lexington Books, 1988), 2.

4 WHO Violence against Women Information Pack, 1997, available from www.who.int/violence_
injury_prevention/vaw/infopack.htm.

5 C. Everett Koop, “From the Surgeon General, U.S. Public Health Service,” Journal of the
American Medical Association 267 (1992): 3132.

¢ Callie Marie Rennison and Sarah Welchans, Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report: Intimate
Partner Violence, a special report prepared at the request of the U.S. Department of Justice. May
2000, rev. 1/31/02.

7 Ibid.
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American women will be assaulted by an intimate partner in their lifetimes.?
Tragically, domestic violence in Christian homes appears to mirror the high
rates of the general society. For example, Lee Bowker’s survey of one thousand
battered women from all sections of the United States revealed that most of the
battered women and their husbands were part of “mainstream American reli-
gious bodies,” and denominational preference did not significantly differ
between the violent and the nonviolent families.? Abused women were shown
to be quite active in the local church (much more so than their abusive hus-
bands), with 26 percent of battered wives attending church weekly and 24 per-
cent of battered wives attending one to three times a month.10

Domestic Violence and Christian Theology

Feminist Assertions

Since the 1970s, feminists have vigorously addressed the issue of domestic
violence and have provided a very helpful exposé of this entrenched evil.!
Most explicitly attribute domestic violence to patriarchy and often assert that
the church is ultimately responsible for much domestic violence due to its long-
standing insistence on female submissiveness. For example, E. Emerson
Dobash and Russell Dobash in their seminal work on domestic violence argue,

“the seeds of wife beating lie in the subordination of females and in their sub-
jection to male authority and control.”2 They furthermore explain that female

8 Helen M. Eigengerg, Women Battering in the United States: Till Death Do Us Part (Prospect
Heights, Il1.: Waveland Press, 2001), 62-85. One of the largest and most cited surveys of domestic
violence is the Violence against Women Survey, which was a joint effort by the National Institute
for Justice and the Centers for Disease Control. It involved a random sample survey of 8,000 men
and 8,000 women. This survey found a lifetime intimate assault rate for American women of 22
percent (25 percent if sexual assaults are included), P. Tjaden and N. Thoennes, Prevalence,
Incidence, and Consegquences of Violence against Women: Findings from the National Violence against Women
Survey (Washington D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, 1998). This report is available at:
http://www.ncjrs.org/pdffilesl/nij/183781.pdf. Similarly, research in Canada indicates that that
roughly one-third of Canadian women will experience an intimate partner assault in their lifetime,
Statistics Canada, “The Violence against Women Survey,” 1994.

9 “Religious Victims and Their Religious Leaders: Services Delivered to One Thousand Battered
‘Women by the Clergy,” in Abuse and Religion, 230-31.

10 Thid., 231. Lenore Walker, in her classic work on domestic violence also notes that women
with highly religious backgrounds frequently experience abuse, but very conservative religious
groups typically exert the most pressure by on battered women to simply accept the abuse as the
price for preserving the marriage, The Baitered Woman (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), 22-28,
163-64.

11 The first epidemiological study of battered women was conducted by Murray Straus, Richard
Gelles, and Susan Steinmetz in the mid to late 1970s, and reported in their book Bekind Closed
Doors: Violence in the American Family (Garden City, N,J.: Doubleday, 1980).

12 E. Emerson Dobash and Russell Dobash, Violence Against Wives: A Case against the Patriarchy
(New York: Free Press, 1979), 33-34.
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subjugation and male control has been institutionalized in the patriarchal fam-
ily through Roman political and Christian religious institutions. Carolyn
Holderread Heggen argues that a specific aspect of patriarchy, namely the
“control-over component,” makes it particularly vulnerable to violence and
abuse.!? Other feminists such as Rosemary Radford Reuther and Mary Potter
Engel argue that the church has long been complicit in wife beating by teach-
ing the inequality of women.!# In a similar vein, Pamela Cooper White argues
that in cultures such as those reflected in Scripture (and many modern
churches) in which women are regarded as property, physical and sexual abuse
of women will be a commonplace occurrence.!s

Feminists also blame the church for domestic violence through its teaching
on the redemptive value of suffering. Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca
Parker make this bold indictment:

Women are acculturated to accept abuse. We come to believe that it is our
place to suffer . . . Christianity has been a primary—in many women’s lives
the primary—force in shaping our acceptance of abuse. The central image
of Christ on the cross as the savior of the world communicates the message
that suffering is redemptive. If the best person who ever lived gave his life for
others, then, to be of value we should likewise sacrifice ourselves. Any sense
that we have a right to care for our own needs is in conflict with being a faith-
ful follower of Jesus. . . . Divine child abuse is paraded as salvific and the
child who suffers “without even raising a voice” is lauded as the hope of the
world.16

Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker illustrate the way Chris-
tianity can foster abuse by teaching women to accept suffering as being
“redemptive.” They tell the story of a battered wife named Anola who believed

13 Carolyn Holderread Heggen, Sexual Abuse in Christian Homes and Churches (Scottsdale, Pa.:
Herald, 1993), 85. Cindy Schaap, a pastor’s wife and daughter of Jack Hyles, seems to confirms
Holderread Heggen'’s thesis when she argues that “submission is a husband’s God designed need
...itisnormal for a man to desire leadership and to feel emasculated when his leadership is threat-
ened. I would worry if my husband did not feel enraged when bossed by me” (emphasis mine),
A Wife’s Purpose (Murfreesboro, Tenn.: Sword of the Lord Publishers, 1992), 80.

4 Rosemary Radford Reuther, “The Western Religious Tradition and Violence against Women
in the Home,” in Christianity, Patriarchy, and Abuse: A Feminist Critique, eds. Joanne Carlson Brown and
Carole R. Bohn (Cleveland: Pilgrim, 1989), 31-41; Mary Potter Engel, “Historical Theology and
Violence Against Women: Unearthing a Popular Tradition of Just Battery,” in Violence against Women
and Children; ed. Carol J. Adams and Marie M. Fortune (New York: Continuum, 1995), 242-61.

15 Pamela Cooper White, The Cry of Tamar: Violence Against Women and the Church’s Response
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 8.

16 Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker, “For God So Loved the World?” in Christianity,
Patriarchy, and Abuse, 1-2. Marie Fortune is not so sweeping in her indictment of the church but also
argues that Jesus’ crucifixion is mistakenly used as a model for passive redemptive suffering,
thereby justifying and increasing abuse, “The Transformation of Suffering: A Biblical and
Theological Perspective,” in Christianity, Patriarchy, and Abuse, 145.
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God expected her to risk being battered like Jesus. Anola’s husband eventually
beat her to death. They also recount the experience of Lucia, a repeatedly bat-
tered wife who finally went to her priest after her husband had severely beaten
her and broken her arm. Her priest said she should rejoice in her sufferings
because they would bring her closer to Jesus. He admonished her, “if you love
Jesus, accept the beatings and bear them gladly, as Jesus bore the cross.™”

This brings us to the relevance that 1 Peter has to the issue of domestic vio-
lence. Because 1 Peter does admonish believers to be submissive to abusive
authority (2:18-20), to follow Christ’s example of quiet suffering (2:21-22), and
to share joyfully in Christ’s suffering (4:13), feminist scholars might appear to
have a solid point—Christianity in general and 1 Peter in particular may indeed
contribute to the physical and emotional abuse of women.

Conservative Teaching

A typical conservative response to these feminist accusations is that feminists
have simply misunderstood Christian doctrine, which does not promote the
abuse of women. However, a survey of some conservative literature on mar-
riage strengthens these feminists’ accusations. Dorothy McGuire, Carol Lewis,
and Alvena Blatchley argue that a husband’s physical and verbal abuse, even
that which causes physical injury, is God’s “chastising sandpaper” and should
always be endured. They support this point by citing 1 Peter 2:21-22.18 To illus-
trate, they tell the story of Lila whose philanderous husband attempted to mur-
der her, and yet because Lila was, in their opinion, obedient to Scripture, she
kept submitting to her husband and refused to leave him.!® John MacArthur
also argues that 1 Peter teaches wives to submit, even to abusive husbands. In
the context of women fearing to submit because the husband might take
advantage of her, he argues that the godly woman, like Sarah, should simply
trust God. “If there was an abuse, they knew God would take care of the
results.”® Ed Wheat states that in a “severely troubled marriage” in which the

17 Rika Nakashima Broek and Rebecca Ann Parker, Proverbs to Ashes: Violence, Redemptive Suffering,
and the Search for What Saves Us (Boston: Beacon, 2001), 18, 21.

18 Dorothy McGuire, Carol Lewis, and Alvena Blatchley, Submission: Are There Limits? (Denver:
TRIR Ministries, 1984), 91, 9394.

¥]bid., 36-43.

® John MacArthur, TheFamily (Chicago: Moody, 1982), 31. This is an admittedly older work, and,
more recently, MacArthur has acknowledged the reality of abuse and even states that abused wives
can and should flee from abusive husbands (see “Answering Questions about the Family” on the
Grace to You web site, accessed at http:/ /www.gty.org/ resources.php?section=positionsé&aid=192).
At the same time, MacArthur’s views on the family have been very influential in the conservative
Protestant church, and this has been one of his more influential books on the family. Furthermore,
he continues to place an overwhelming emphasis in his writings on female submission.
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husband comes and goes to his mistress, the wife should quietly accept the sin-
ful husband the way he is. Furthermore, the wife is apparently responsible to
mollify an abusive husband: “you have to be perfect in your behavior toward
your partner . . . and you must be very sensitive to avoid anything that will set
your partner off.” He also cites 1 Peter to support his model.! Bill Gothard
responds to the question of how a wife should respond if she is the victim of her
husband’s hostility. He replies, “There is no ‘victim’ if we understand that we
are called to suffer for righteousness.” He then cites 1 Peter 2:21 and 3:1 in
exhorting abused wives to suffer like Jesus.2

Elizabeth Rice Handford similarly places great emphasis on female submis-
sion, stating repeatedly that wives are to obey their husbands in absolutely
everything, without qualification, even if a woman believes her husband’s com-
mand goes against the will of God.? She states that women are to submit pas-
sively to harsh and mean [abusive] husbands based on the example of Christ’s
suffering given in 1 Peter 2:21-23. She furthermore argues that a wife must sub-
mit to an abusive husband even when the husband is beating her child, orders
her to get an abortion, or demands that she participate in sex orgies.?* The
point here is not that these conservative authors believe that domestic violence
is acceptable male behavior.® Rather, the problem is that these authors explain
female submission in such a manner that for the woman it functionally legit-
imizes and perpetuates abuse.

2 Ed Wheat, How to Save Your Marriage Alone (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 24-25, 29, 31.
While this book is now out of print, for many years, Ed Wheat’s books on marriage were best sell-
ers in the evangelical community.

2 Bill Gothard, Supplementary Alumni Book, vol. 5 (Institute in Basic Youth Conflicts, 1979), 10,
cited by James and Alsdurf and Phyllis Alsdurf, Battered into Submission: The Tragedy of Wife Abuse in
the Chyistian Home (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1989), 88.

2 Elizabeth Rice Handford, Me? Obey Him?rev. ed. (Murfreesboro, Tenn.: Sword of the Lord,
1994), 31, 35. Unlike the previous three books cited, this volume is still in print. Its influence in the
Christian community is seen by the fact that over 600,000 copies of this book have been sold.

# Jbid., 60, 90. In extreme cases of abuse or sexual perversion, Handford clearly states that the
wife must always submit, but she can appeal her husband’s command, and if she has the right atti-
tude, God will always miraculously change an abusive husband’s mind (99). Based on her inter-
pretation of 1 Peter 3:1, she states that female submission is unqualified, for a woman will never
“have to choose between conflicting authority” (32). Amazingly, she ignores the massive amount
of biblical (Ex. 1:15-22; Josh. 2:1-7; 1 Sam. 2:22; 25:18-35; 2 Sam. 11:4; 2 Kings 11:1-3; Heb. 11:35),
historical, and clinical data refuting her dictum that God will always miraculously intervene so that
awoman will never have to disobey an evil authority to obey God.

% MacArthur, for instance, states that a man “has no right to use his authority tyrannically or self-
ishly. Male chauvinism is no more biblical than feminism,” Different by Design (Wheaton, Il1.: Victor,
1994), 43. The problem here is not primarily what MacArthur and other conservative writers say to
men but what they say to women.






