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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE GUIDE FOR CHURCHES

For many people, and in many churches, domestic violence is a taboo subject 
which “we don’t like to talk about”. It is likely though, that there are people in every 
church who will know victims of  violence, or be victims or abusers themselves. 
Increasingly this issue is on the public agenda, with Australian of  the Year, Rosie 
Batty and movements like White Ribbon Day raising the profile of  the issue. This 
is a great start, but there is still much to do. 

The issue of  domestic violence calls for a grassroots response. Churches can and should be 
well placed to respond to this issue both within their congregations and their communities. For 
some families, church will be the first point of  call in finding support to deal with domestic 
violence. Yet we often lack the understanding and resources necessary to respond effectively. 
This resource acts as an introduction to the issue and to some possible responses. We 
hope that it will be a beginning point to help you respond through worship, detection and 
response, education and advocacy. We encourage you to increase your own understanding 
by engaging with the resources listed at the end of  this guide and others, and to connect 
with other domestic violence support services.

Introduction to domestic violence
The NSW government describes domestic violence as ‘a violation of  human rights and a crime. 
It includes any behaviour, in an intimate or family relationship, which is violent, threatening, 
coercive or controlling, causing a person to live in fear. It is usually manifested as part of a pattern 
of  controlling or coercive behaviour.’1

Domestic Violence is the single greatest cause of  death, ill health and disability for women 
aged under 45 in Australia. (BOSCAR) However, the effects are far deeper than physical. 
The abuse can be physical, sexual, psychological or social, and can result in fear, guilt and 
shame or anxiety, depression and low self  esteem.

Prevalence
While domestic violence does happen for both men and women, there is much higher 
prevalence amongst women.
The diagram below shows the current comparisons of rates of violence against men and women.

1. NSW Government (2013) It Stops here: Standing together to end domestic and family violence in NSW, p28
2. www.anrows.org.au/publications/fast-facts/key-statistics-violence-against-women

RATES OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND MEN2

•  1 in 5 Australian women had 
experienced sexual violence

•  1 in 6 Australian women had 
experienced physical or  
sexual violence from current  
or former partner

•  1 in 4 Australian women had 
experienced emotional abuse  
from current or former partner

•  1 in 3 Australian women had 
experienced physical violence

•  1 in 22 Australian men had 
experienced sexual violence

•  1 in 19 Australian men had 
experienced physical or  
sexual violence from current  
or former partner

•  1 in 7 Australian men had 
experienced emotional abuse  
from current or former partner

•  1 in 2 Australian men had 
experienced physical violence



37 – 40% of  women in current relationships in Australia reported experiencing some form 
of  controlling behaviours, such as put downs, limiting access to finance/family/friends, 
insisting on knowing her whereabouts or damaging property.3 

It is important to note that  men also suffer physical violence. However, most men experience 
violence at the hands of  other men rather than in domestic relationships from female 
partners. You will notice below that we have used gender specific references to women as 
victims, reflecting the reality that the majority of  victims of  domestic violence are women 
and children.

Vulnerable groups
These groups experience higher rates of  violence, and can have more difficulty accessing 
services:
•  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are up to 40 times more likely to experience 

domestic violence
• Women with disabilities
• Pregnant women
•  Women from non-english speaking backgrounds and particularly newly arrived migrant 

women

3.  Australian Component of  the International Violence Against Women Survey’ , Mouzos, J, and Makkai T, Research and Public 
Policy Series no 56, Australian Institute of  Criminology Canberra 2014



DETECTION AND PASTORAL RESPONSE  
TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Timely and appropriate direct responses to domestic violence are critical to:
• Ensure the safety of  victims
• Prevent further violence
• Provide appropriate support and assistance to victims over the longer term
• Enforce the accountability of  perpetrators

The goal of  a pastor or church member is to create a safe environment where victims of  
domestic violence are able to trust you to deal appropriately with their issues. There may be 
significant feelings of  fear and shame associated with the situation.

A victim may present you with a direct revelation of  violence, but it is likely that many victims 
will also present to you in an indirect manner. If  you suspect there is domestic violence, do 
not be afraid to ask direct questions in a caring manner such as “How does he behave 
when he is angry?” “Do you become frightened?” “Are you worried about your safety or that 
of  the children?” “Does this happen often?” (SA guidebook for churches)

1.  Believe her! Assure her that abuse cannot be accepted in any circumstances. Do not 
blame her, or ask her what she has done to contribute to the violence. The violence is not 
her fault. To believe her is to begin a process of  empowering her. 

2.  Listen to her! Be patient. Allow her to express her pain and show compassion. Ask 
questions of  clarification that will allow her to express the reality of  the situation and give 
you a clearer perspective. 

3.  Increase safety as a first priority. Find out what she is already doing to keep safe. 
Assess the current risk for her and her children then help her develop a plan for safety. 
Explore options with her. For support in safety planning, use the DVSAT to assess risk: 
www.domesticviolence.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0020/301178/DVSAT.pdf  

 and the guidance on safety planning more generally can be found at
  www.dcp.wa.gov.au/CrisisAndEmergency/FDV/Documents/2015/

PracticeTool4Personalsafetyplantemplate.pdf

4.  Empower her. Do not make decisions for her. Ask her how she wants you to help her but 
respect her right to make decisions. Affirm that she is the person best placed to map a 
path forward. 

5.  Decrease isolation. Assure her that she is not alone. Provide referrals to support services 
and support her to access them (see below). Support her even if  she decides to return 
to the home and the abusive situation. Let her know she has your continuing support. 



It is important to recognise that the victim may choose not to leave. There are a variety of  factors 
that may contribute to this:
•  Safety – Leaving the relationship is not always the safest option. Victims of  domestic 

violence are more likely to be killed in the 18 months post leaving
•  Isolation – a feeling that she will lose the support of  family, friends and perhaps even her 

faith community
• Financial security and the loss of  the family home
• Hope that things will get better
• Children – who love the perpetrator. Fear of  removing them from their father. 
• She may still deeply love the perpetrator.
•  Fear of  being a single parent. Feelings of  inadequacy as to whether she has the capacity 

to cope if  she leaves.

Responding to Perpetrators
While we believe people can change, there is some reason to be cautious with programs 
aiming to assist men to take responsibility for their violence. Research has shown that ‘anger 
management’ programs can actually teach some perpetrators how to become more 
controlling in less obvious ways to others outside the family, therefore these are not 
recommended where there are power and control issues. Similarly, generalist couples 
counselling should not be recommended where there are issues of  violence or control, 
rather couples should only be referred to someone with specific training in domestic violence 
issues, otherwise this can actually increase the risk of  harm.

The Attorney General’s Department accredits men’s behaviour programs. They also provide 
a list of  principles you should look for before recommending any program.

www.ntv.org.au/wp-content/uploads/150520-ntv-mbcp-standards-vicmagcourt-taskforce.pdf

Reporting responsibilities
If  children under 16 years are being exposed to Domestic Violence then you have an 
obligation to complete the Mandatory Reporters Guide (MRG) which can be found at:
www.keepthemsafe.nsw.gov.au/reporting_concerns/mandatory_reporter_guide

This will guide you as to whether a report is required to Community Services or not. The 
outcome of  the MRG should be printed and kept.

If  you believe an adult is at risk of  harm, you should encourage them to make a statement 
at their local Police Station, ideally to a Domestic Violence Liaison Officer, however if  one of  
these is not available, then the officer on duty. Advise the person to always get the Officer’s 
name and rank, as well as an event number. 

If  you believe there is imminent risk of  serious harm, you should call 000.



WORSHIP AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

The curse that results from human sin in Genesis 3 leads to the fracturing of human 
relationships. This is a symptom of the fracturing of the fundamental relationship 
between God and humanity. One relationship that is affected by the fall is the 
relationship between women and men. Where there was mutuality and respect, we 
now find desire and domination, and often an associated abuse of power.

However, we know that while we experience consequences of  the reality of  this fall, it is by 
no means regarded as a hopeless situation. This is not how God intends life to be.

The cross is good news for both victims and perpetrators of  domestic violence. While the cross 
opens the way for forgiveness, it does not in any way allow us to condone such violence or 
easily ‘get past’ it. Rather, Jesus takes our sin upon himself, while also identifying with the victims 
of injustice and oppression. Then the resurrection changes everything, as Jesus wins victory over 
the power of  sin and darkness, opening up the way of  hope for both victims and oppressors.

With the help of  the Spirit, we should expect to be able to reshape our own relationships, and 
to some extent our culture’s view of  gender relationships, in line with this resurrection life. See, 
for example, the way Jesus challenges assumptions about the place of  women in John 8.



20-27 NOVEMBER 2016  
– TAKE ACTION AGAINST DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

We are encouraging Baptist churches to join together to highlight the issue of  
domestic violence, by setting aside a Sunday to focus on the issue in one of  their 
services. 

While there is a lack of  clear research, statistics would clearly suggest that domestic violence 
is prevalent within our churches. By opening up the discussion we can begin to change 
attitudes and ensure domestic or gender based violence is never seen as acceptable in our 
churches. By God’s grace we may also play our part in helping to reduce and end domestic 
violence in our communities and culture. 

You could do this at any time, but our particular focus is on the week of  20 - 27 November, 
in conjunction with the International day for the elimination of  violence against women and 
White Ribbon day in Australia – both of  which fall on Friday 25 November 2016.

Take Action - In our churches
1. Worship Service
  We encourage you to set aside one or both of  the Sundays 20 & 27 November. 
  Visit www.nswactbaptists.org.au/public-engagement/domestic-violence to download the 

following resources for use in your services:
 • Prayer
 • Sermon Guide
 •  Videos - Also see  

www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLs8ql-Me_0WZBKWUMrjsf1POHABZ4gakw

2. Pastor Training
  We encourage all pastors to complete training to help you understand and respond to 

domestic violence. If  you missed the training for pastors on 19 August 2016, it is now 
available for you to take at 

 www.nswactbaptists.org.au/product/domestic-violence-workshop-video

3. Donate

  BaptistCare has been working with families affected by domestic violence for more than 
30 years. They take a 'whole of  family' approach, supporting families through counselling, 
men's behaviour change programs and crisis and long term accommodation for women 
and children.

  We are encouraging churches to make a contribution to Breakfree, an early intervention 
program for primary school aged children who have experienced domestic violence. 

  You can donate online at www.baptistcare.org.au and indicate the program where you 
would like to direct your donation.

 
  



TAKE ACTION  
– BEYOND OUR CHURCHES

We encourage you to take a public stand on the issue of  domestic violence beyond 
the walls of  the church. 

Some would suggest that it is hypocritical for the church to take a stand on domestic violence 
in the broader community while we are not dealing sufficiently with the reality of  the issue 
within our own congregations. This is a valid criticism. We do need to ensure that we are 
taking internal steps to deal with gender-based violence. This resource is part of  that 
response. However, we are called by God to speak up for those that are oppressed or 
persecuted in our community and to do what we are able to seek justice for them. 
We encourage you to advocate on the issue by taking one or more of  the actions below, ensuring 
our contribution to the public conversation is made with humility, grace and compassion. 

1. Participate in White Ribbon Day
  White Ribbon day is an Australian campaign to prevent men’s violence against women. It 

represents a great opportunity to participate with the broader community in seeking to 
change the conversation and culture around gender based violence.

 • Engage people with education resources
 • Give men the opportunity to take the oath at www.whiteribbon.org.au/standup
 •  Take a photo of  your congregation wearing white ribbons, or make a giant white ribbon 

and include it in your photo. You can order white ribbons at 
  www.whiteribbon.org.au/shop/category/merchandise
 • Post your photo online through social media and on your website
 •  Send your photo and a media release to your local newspaper.  

Contact peg@nswactbaptists.org.au to get a template media release

2. Host a men’s discussion
  The overwhelming majority of  all violence within the home and beyond is perpetrated by 

men. One of  the myths of  domestic violence is that it is an isolated issue that primarily 
has to do with a few broken individuals. This is not primarily an individual problem, there 
is something in our cultural narrative that condones or permits violence. The same system 
that produces men who abuse women also produces men who abuse other men. Both 
men and women are victims of  men’s violence. 

  We need to explore what some of  the causes of  violence toward women might be, including 
examining what we teach, and issues such as pornography and the sexualisation of  women. 
We also need to explore and understand why it is that men respond to situations with rape, 
violence and control.

  Gather the men of  your church to explore how together you might promote a culture of  
non-violence in your church and community.

 • You could do this over a meal or BBQ
 •  Watch Jackson Katz’s TED talk 
   www.ted.com/talks/jackson_katz_violence_against_women_it_s_a_men_s_issue?language 
  Discuss whether you think the problem is as prevalent as Katz suggests.
 • Explore what the bible has to say on the issue
 • Discuss what strategies you might come up with to help shift male behaviour



3. Run a dessert night as a fundraising event for a local domestic violence service

 BEFOREHAND

 a.  Promote the event: create a flyer, set up a Facebook event, promote it through local 
schools, local newspaper, etc.

 b.  Organise a cooking team: Get people from your church community to bake cakes and 
slices for the event. Set them up before everyone arrives. Also get people to serve 
coffee, hot chocolate, cold drinks.

 c.  Organise a decorating team: Set up coffee tables, candles, posters with short facts 
about domestic violence. White might be the colour theme to tie in with white ribbon day.

 d.  Information Pack: Have a table set up with information

  i. Include referral information

  ii. Include information about the local service you plan to support

 ON THE NIGHT

 a. People arrive, eat, chat, engage with information and materials

 b.  Invite people to make stars - One Million Stars to End Violence is a love and peace 
filled community project. These beautiful stars are symbols of  light, courage and solidarity 
to end all forms of  violence, including violence against women. The short term goal is 
to weave one million stars and to display at the Commonwealth Games on the Gold 
Coast in 2018 in Queensland, in partnership with the Gold Coast 2018 Commonwealth 
Games (GC2018) arts and cultural program. Every woven star reminds us that we 
have to MAKE peace and safe spaces and that it doesn't just happen. Every star is a 
commitment to resist violence and revenge, to believe in forgiveness and healing. 

  See www.onemillionstars.net

 c.  Invite a representative from the local shelter or service up to speak about the work 
they are doing. The MC might then also want to pray.

 d.  Fundraising – either have people pay a small price for the desserts and/or have a 
ticket price at the door. Include other opportunities for people to give once they have 
heard more about the issue and the service you are supporting. Make it clear that all 
money raised will be going to that service.

 e.  Advocacy – encourage people to go online and sign a petition calling on the government 
to respond to domestic violence. One recommended petition is at 

  www.neveralone.com.au/justiceforkids

 f.  Prayer Stations – if  appropriate for your audience, set up spaces in the room for people 
to pray. Common Grace has good resources and information you could use to help set 
up the stations. See www.commongrace.org.au/16_days_of_prayer_details

 OPTIONAL 

 Invite bands, local choirs or musicians to play music as people wander around. 



REFERRALS

It is important that pastors and church leaders have good knowledge of  the domestic 
violence services in your local area. We encourage you to build strong working relationships 
with your local domestic violence service.

The Victims Access Line is a first point of  call for access to all services. It operates 24 hours 
a day, freecall on 1800 633 063

There are two Apps – Aurora and Daisy – which provide details on local services as well as 
the State and National helplines. Both are available for free on both the iPhone App Store 
and the Android Google Play Store. 

Daisy - https://www.1800respect.org.au/daisy/

Aurora - www.women.nsw.gov.au/violence_prevention/domestic_and_family_violence_app

Other Links and Services

• Women’s Legal Services - Domestic Violence Legal Advice Line 
 • Sydney (02) 8745 6999  or Rural Freecall 1800 810 784

• Rape and Domestic Violence Services Australia 
 • 1800RESPECT (1800 737 732)
 •   For support services in your local area, contact the Family Referral Service (FRS) local to you
∗ • Your area may have a Staying Home Leaving Violence Program
∗ •  Domestic Violence Liaison Officers are stationed at many Police Stations and can provide 

advice and support on Apprehended Domestic Violence Orders

• Men’s Helpline – an anonymous service for men
 • 1300 789 978



RESOURCES AND FURTHER READING

Below is a selection of  articles and links that will help inform and equip you to respond to 
domestic violence. More readings and resources are available at
www.nswactbaptists.org.au/public-engagement/domestic-violence/

Baptist Care programs and resources

Baptist Care provides housing and other support for victims of  domestic violence, as well as 
training programs for perpetrators:
www.baptistcare.org.au/our-services/community-services

Other resources

•  The National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2010-2022 
(Federal Dept. of  Social Services) - 

  www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/women/programs-services/reducing-violence/the-
national-plan-to-reduce-violence-against-women-and-their-children-2010-2022

•  ‘For Christians who missed the memo: The Bible abhors all domestic abuse’ – Sandy 
Grant, 4/3/2015 www.smh.com.au/comment/for-christians-who-missed-the-memo-the-
bible-abhors-all-domestic-abuse-20150303-13tlwn.html

•  White Ribbon - an opportunity for men to take a pledge against gender based violence 
www.whiteribbon.org.au

•  Our watch – a campaign to overcome violence against women and their children 
 www.ourwatch.org.au
•  Common Grace – resources and action opportunities for Christians 
 www.commongrace.org.au/domestic_violence

YOUR CHECKLIST
Have you:

•  taken the domestic violence training for pastors and church leaders?

•  familiarised yourself  with the process of  responding to victims?

•  familiarised yourself  with referral services in your area?

•  marked 20/27 November in your diary to focus on domestic violence?

•  planned an action for that Sunday or another date?

•  committed yourself  and your church to pray and act on behalf  of the victims and perpetrators 
of  domestic violence?

Our sincere thanks to Carolyn Cousins for her assistance in delivering training and resources for Baptist pastors.

The Baptist Association’s Public Engagement Group wants to see churches flourishing, society flourishing and God 
glorified as together we bear witness to the grace of Jesus in our society. The role of the group is to enable, mobilise 
and coordinate the Association’s engagement with local communities and broader state and national issues.
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