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Preface

 

 

In the twentieth century, the world experienced two major world wars and countless other wars. Many millions died violent deaths from murder, death squads, purges, riots, revolutions, ethnic cleansing, rape, robbery, domestic violence, suicide, gang violence, terrorist acts, genocide, and in many other ways. As we entered the twenty-first century, we experienced September 11th, Red Lake School deaths, suicide bombers, and still more mass death by governments, revolutionaries, terrorists, and still more wars. The need to better understand violence and violent death, to become aware of the many forms of violence, and to better know how to survive in the aftermath violent death is the focus of this work.


PART I: 
THE NATURE OF VIOLENCE

These five chapters look at the nature of violence as it is seen in today’s world. It begins with an overview by Robert G. Stevenson, a noted educator and leader in managing violence in schools. “Good Violence/Bad Violence: Its Impact on Children and Suggested Responses” offers an overview of the book by explaining opposing views of violence, surviving violence, how to cope with violence, and why societies of the world need to understand and control violence. Chapter 2, “Violence in the Family: Spirituality/Religion as Culprit and Comfort” by Reverend Richard Gilbert, helps readers to better understand that family violence is a part of our communities and affects all those around us. Gilbert, director of the World Pastoral Care Center and long-time practicing chaplain, offers an approach to ministering to those who are culprits and to comfort those who are victims. In Chapter 3, “Conflict and Violence in the Workplace: An Existentialist Analysis,” Neil Thompson illustrates a masterful model of workplace conflict and violence from an existentialist position and the perspective of a social worker. Gregory Paul Wegner, a noted historian of the Holocaust, next presents “Violence and the Dehumanization of Victims in Auschwitz and Beyond: Remembering Through Literature,” a powerful examination of Holocaust actions. In the next chapter, “Religious Violence and Weapons of Mass Destruction,” Timothy Kullman looks at religious actors in the arena of violence.




PART II: 
ENCOUNTERS WITH VIOLENCE

This section includes four chapters that look at specific encounters with violence. It begins with “Resisting the Magnet: A Study of South African Children’s Engagements with Neighborhood Violence” by Jenny Parkes, who examines the ability of children in South Africa to manage violence. She offers suggestions from them that give some insight into how to better manage violence. Carr Maher, in “Silent Night, Violent Night: An Encounter With Unexpected Violence,” chronicles a tragic story of Christmas violence in a family and the impact of that unexpected violence on some of the police officers who responded. “Hispanic Families and Mass Casualties: The First 48 Hours” by Fernando Cabrera, examines the response of family members of those who perished when American Airlines flight 587 plunged into New York City shortly after takeoff. As a pastor and counselor, he offers solid suggestions for counselors and caregivers to use during the first 48 hours, with special attention to the needs of Hispanic families. The next chapter, “Grief and Guilt in the Military” by Carr Maher, offers an interesting perspective for managing the grief and “survivors guilt” of military personnel. It also speaks of the debt that those who have not served may owe to those who do.




PART III: 
EMPIRICAL STUDIES

Each of these four chapters reports the results of specific studies related to violence and its effects. The first of these chapters, “Characteristics of Homicide: Victimization Across the Life Span” by Kimberly A. Vogt, examines the incidence of homicide across the life span. It provides insight into the extent of homicide today by examining violence and the factors of gender, race, age, culture, social structure, and the impact of violence on grief. The next chapter, “Grief and Attachment Within the Context of Family Violence” by Kimberly A. Rapoza and Kathleen Malley-Morrison, examines the connections between attachment, interpersonal violence, loss, and grief. In particular, the authors focus on the ways in which attachment theory can add to our understanding of the role of grief in violence. “Bereavement Following Violent Death: An Assault on Life and Meaning” by Joseph M. Currier, Jason M. Holland, Rachel A. Coleman, and Robert A. Neimeyer provides details and results of a study of grief and meaning making in the wake of violent death. The fourth chapter in this section, “Violence In Our Own Backyard: September 11th Revisited” by Barbara Melamed, examines reactions to September 11th in a study of survivors. This is a follow-up survey and reexamination of data initially gathered immediately after the attacks of September 11, 2001.




PART IV: 
ALTERNATIVES TO VIOLENCE/COPING WITH VIOLENCE

These final four chapters examine violence with particular emphasis on alternatives to break the chain of violence. Sir Colin Murray Parkes, noted English psychiatrist and pioneer in the field of thanatology, offers “Making and Breaking the Cycles of Violence,” wherein he develops strategies for ending the cycles of violence on personal, family, group/community, and national levels. Gerry Cox’s chapter, “Coping with Violent Death: The Role of Spirituality,” presents a model of spiritual coping as a means of surviving violent death. “From Violence to Peace: Posthomicide Memorials” by Inge Corless and Phyllis R. Silverman, discusses the ways in which families find solace and comfort after the violent death of a family member. It examines ways in which they memorialize those who died and how they act to prevent further violence by focusing on Boston’s Garden of Peace. Finally, we end this volume as we started it, by looking again at our young people and their schools. In “Talk it Out! Walk it Out! Wait it Out! Take Ten: An Intercultural Approach to Creating Safer Schools,” Kim Overdyck and Jay Caponigro offer a promising program that presents alternatives to violence in what may well be a first step in the globalization of nonviolence.

The book concludes with three more sections. The first is Appendix A, “Violence: A Statement of Assumptions and Principles.” This statement was a three-year project prepared by members of The International Work Group On Death, Dying, and Bereavement. The second section, Appendix B, is a quick summary of guidelines offered by authors of several of the chapters. Each is linked to its author so that a reader may quickly go to the appropriate section of the book, if they wish, for a fuller explanation. The final section, Appendix C, is an extensive bibliography on violence and grief, compiled by Dick Gilbert.
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PART I

Introduction—The Nature of Violence








CHAPTER 1



Good Violence/Bad Violence: Its Impact on Children and Suggested Responses


Robert G. Stevenson

 

 

 


Many people see the twenty-first century as a dangerous time. Even a cursory glance back at the twentieth century will reveal that violence and its aftermath occurred frequently through all of those years. That is why some say that there was a steady increase through the century. Others point to the violent deaths of the Second World War as a high point and say that there are fewer violent deaths today than the millions who perished in that war. However, this statement takes into account only violent death. There are many forms of violence, and not all of these lead to, or result from, a death.

In March of 2005, two noted conservative speakers were assaulted in separate incidents. While making appearances at college campuses, the two men, Pat Buchanan and William Kristol, were hit with salad dressing and a pie respectively (Associated Press, 2005). The likelihood of physical harm was minor, but the public humiliation was quite real. This may seem to have no connection with lethal violence, but in both cases the attackers believed that their cause was good enough to justify their actions. They believed that the end justified the means. The same philosophy can be seen in the violence that erupts when world leaders meet to conduct an economic summit or to discuss free trade. These attacks are a part (small to be sure) of an increasing tolerance for violence as a means of solving problems.

In light of developments in the first few years of this new millennium, violence and its aftermath are clearly problems. Violence is not a single problem; it can take many forms. People are urgently seeking answers to these problems of violence. Some individuals and groups work to limit violence in a particular area. Others want to address broader issues and wish to limit violence in all of its many forms. If people do not want violence to continue at its present level, decisions have to be made. We know that no decision can be better than the information upon which it is based. That is the seminal idea that led to this volume.

The idea for this book started with a meeting of members of the International Work Group on Death, Dying, and Bereavement (IWG) at King’s College in London, Ontario, Canada in 1993. The IWG began in 1974 at a conference in Columbia, Maryland. Today, it is an international group with over 200 members from 6 continents. These leaders in the study of death, dying, and bereavement examine important issues in those fields and produce work products designed to disseminate their findings to the widest possible audience. At the London conference, the topic of one of the work groups was violence. Over the next three years, thirty committee members produced a document that contained statements about violence, assumptions and principles concerning violence, and definitions of key terms. The committee members were unanimous in their approval of this document. Its publication was approved by the full IWG membership and Board of Directors, and it appeared in 1997 as “Document on Violence and Grief” produced by the IWG in OMEGA —Journal of Death and Dying, Volume 36(3), pp. 259–272. (The original document appears, with the publisher’s permission, as an appendix to this volume.)

The contributors to Perspectives on Violence and Violent Death come from several countries. Each of their chapters speaks to violence in one or more of its many forms. The chapters range from reflective essays to empirical studies. It is our hope that the information contained in this work will be of benefit to those who seek to make decisions related to violence. Those decision makers may be private individuals, group spokespersons, or government officials. The ability to make decisions may be theirs, but if we all will be affected by their consequences, the decisions are ours as well.

This book is not definitive. It is not the last word on any issues related to violence and the grief that follows. It offers insights in the form of thoughts and feelings as well as the results of some formal studies. If it is true that no decision can be better than the information on which it is based, then each of these contributions can be of value. The title of this book states what this is. This work is a collection of “perspectives on violence and violent death.” Hopefully, the images presented here will be clear to all who take the time to view them.

Violence has reached a point where it enters our lives on a daily basis. Every newscast carries stories of violent death, whether accidental or intentional. The news axiom, “If it bleeds, it leads” has never been truer than it is today (Reuters, 2005). Headlines report casualty counts among troops and civilians, dead and injured from terrorist acts and military action, cases of domestic violence and child abuse, and sudden violent outbursts of nature itself (Stevenson, 2003, 2004). In this work, unless a particular contributor states otherwise, violence is defined as “the exertion by an agent of any force or action that injures or abuses whether physically, psychologically, emotionally or spiritually” (IWG, 1997). That definition includes both lethal and nonlethal acts. Words can also impart violence through the threat of its use. Threat is defined as “communication of what will be done to hurt or punish someone” (IWG, 1997).

Following violence, whether in word or in deed, there is loss. When we look at the impact of loss, it is important to differentiate between bereavement and grief. Bereavement refers to an event, a point in time. It is the forcible loss of someone or something precious. Grief is a highly personal response to loss. It is a process through which an individual acknowledges the loss and finds a place for the reality of it in his or her life.

The definition, nature, and meaning of violence could fill a text. However, based on the work of IWG (1997), there are statements than can be made about violence.

•Violence takes place in a particular context. No violent act or word exists in a vacuum; therefore, to understand the nature of violence and its effects, one must examine the event in context. Violence can also take place because of failure to act. Once again, it is important to look at the context of the inaction.

•Violence exists on many levels. There is violence that directly affects individuals. However, there is also familial, social, political, cultural, and institutional violence. The impact of these types of violence will eventually affect individuals, but it may be some time after the actual event.

•Violence can be cyclical and may be transmitted from person to person, from parent to child, and from generation to generation. The cyclical nature of violence is examined in greater detail in this book by Colin Murray Parkes. Perpetrators of violence may, themselves, have been victims of violence. A violent response to violence may cause further violence. However, there are responses to violence that can reduce further violence. If this were not true, there would be no reason for a book such as this or, when violence has occurred, for any attempt at intervention aimed at reducing violence. If we are to remain hopeful, it is important to remember that the cycle of violence can be broken.

•Violence has many variables. It may be overt or covert. It may occur as a single acute case or a chronic pattern. It may be premeditated or sudden and unexpected, even by the perpetrator. Violence can be intentional or accidental. However, violence that is accidental or unpremeditated is not necessarily any less profound in its effect.

•Violence may be delivered with malicious intent, but it can also result from the best of intentions.

•Violence affects an individual in many ways. One act can have physical, psychological, social, emotional, and spiritual consequences with which an individual may have to cope. The type of death can have an impact on the grief process.

•Identifying the reasons for violent behavior can help understand the causation behind the act. However, it is important to remember that most societies still believe that an individual needs to be held accountable for the consequences of his or her actions. Explaining the cause of an action, or of the choice to act, does not necessarily excuse the action or exonerate the perpetrator.

•Violence involves us all, whether or not we choose to respond to it. This is truly a case wherein those who are not part of the solution may well be part of the problem. Too many people, and institutions, seem willing to look away and allow the cycle of violence to continue. The choice to take action to break the cycle of violence is an important one. Ideally, that choice will be based on knowledge and experience and not merely the result of passionate emotions.


DEFINING VIOLENCE

According to the definition cited above, violence can result from the exertion of any force that injures or abuses. Why then have so many people focused exclusively on guns as the cause of violence? Why have many of these same people failed to distinguish between the causes of violence and the means used to inflict violence? After the events at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, a national conference of the NRA was pressured to move to another date and another state, away from Colorado. The popular news media acted as though anyone who advocated responsible gun ownership was, at the very least, bizarre and perhaps even criminal or psychotic. This can be seen in the reaction of people from other countries to the easy access to firearms in the United States. This strong reaction has not diminished with the passage of time. In one popular television show (Boston Public, December 4, 2000), students who sought to form a gun club with NRA sponsorship were discriminated against by the administration and then held up to public ridicule by a teacher they admired for what the show presented as the students’ bizarre preoccupation with firearms.

If guns were the cause of the violence, all of this inflammatory rhetoric might be warranted. However, even though guns seem to grab headlines, what of knives or razors? These are more common in schools than guns and have been for some time. It was a knife that caused the violence that brought me to the district I was helping on the day that the Columbine incident occurred. In another district, one angry student poured gasoline over the engine of a teacher’s car. If the teacher had started that engine, he would have been engulfed in a fireball. It was a warning by another student that saved his life.

What about the bombs constructed from propane tanks by the troubled young men at Columbine? Those improvised explosive devices (IEDs) did not work. If guns had not been available and those bombs had received more attention in their construction, the death toll might have been far higher. What do we understand of the plan they discussed to commandeer an airplane and crash it into a major city? Others took that threat more seriously, and the result was seen in New York, Washington, D.C., and in a farmer’s field in Pennsylvania. Where is the outrage over these terrible threats? Why have we not heard calls to restrict knives and razors, to restrict gasoline, propane grills, aluminum baseball bats, or airplanes rising to the same level as the call to ban firearms? The answer is that we, as a society, always seek quick and achievable solutions to our problems. We want “guns” to be the problem so that, in banning them, the problem can be “solved.” Research is cited to “prove” that guns are the cause of violence in schools, but this research may be seriously flawed. In fact, much of what is accepted as research supported “fact” may be called into question if the research itself is examined closely. Readers who wish to examine this premise are directed to Issues in School Violence Research (Furlong, Morrison, Skiba, & Cornell, 2004).

Guns, and their availability, seem to be something we can change. There are certainly problems connected to guns. Most people do not believe that hunters and sportsmen need automatic or assault weapons, at least not until Bambi begins to return fire. Most such weapons are far less accurate than hunting rifles and seem decidedly inappropriate for the uses claimed for them. However, restrictions placed on automatic weapons and assault rifles would not have kept several students from using hunting rifles against innocent victims in schools.

Registration of firearms and licensing of gun owners also seem to be reasonable steps to take. However, in cases wherein guns were stolen, or were used by individuals with licenses and no criminal background, this also seems inadequate in preventing their illegal use. Finally, why is there so little gun-related violence in some societies, such as Switzerland, where firearms are found in many households? The answer may be that the cause of violence is not the gun or the availability of guns. We have become distracted, in part, because we have confused the means of inflicting violence with the cause of the violence. Violence has been carried out with guns, but the cause of the problem runs deeper.

It has been assumed that the grief process after violent loss is different from the grief that follows other, anticipated losses. In this volume, there are chapters that examine the reaction of individuals to violent losses (Cabrera, Cox, Melamed, Vogt, Wegner) and examining the difference between types of grief after violent vs. nonviolent losses (Currier, Holland, Coleman, Neimeyer). However, there may be an earlier issue that still remains unexamined; namely, the belief that there is such a thing as “good” violence.




GOOD VIOLENCE vs. BAD VIOLENCE

In the course of supervising graduate-school interns in the Mercy College counseling program, I visit schools in New York City and throughout its metropolitan area. In one of these schools, a counselor stated that her greatest concern in the school was violence among the students. She reported that fighting was epidemic. Episodes of violence began as soon as school started each day. She feared that one or more of her students might be killed in this regular violence. This was not a troubled high school. It was a grammar school with grades kindergarten through fifth grade. The fighting started with children in kindergarten. These children believe that wrongs can be made right through violence. Where did they get such beliefs? Domestic violence can have this sort of effect on the behavior of children. However, the problem of violence among the young may have other sources as well.

In Hollywood films, there is a formula that allows violence to be used to redress violence. The violence of motion pictures, whether American, European, or Asian, is often extreme. Some dismiss this as “cartoon” violence. The cartoons of today’s world can be violent indeed. The violence heaped on Wile E. Coyote, Daffy Duck, or Elmer Fudd has been changed to pictures of bullets ripping through flesh with blood splashing on everything and everyone nearby. Cartoon violence, if anything, has become more realistic, not less. However, it is in motion pictures that we see violence systematically presented as a “solution” to problems. This type of violence can be described as “good” violence. The worse the nature of the original act, the greater will be the allowable response. The judicious application of good violence is used to reestablish balance in the cinematic world.

It is an easy task to compile a list of films wherein the hero uses violence and a huge body-count to redress evil deeds. The films of Charles Bronson (especially the Death Wish series) seem a logical place to start. The films of Sylvester Stallone (Nighthawks, Cliffhanger, Demolition Man, The Specialist, Judge Dredd, the Rambo series), Arnold Schwarzenegger (Eraser, True Lies, Total Recall, Raw Deal, Commando, The Terminator series, the Conan series, etc.), Bruce Willis (Last Man Standing, The Fifth Element, and the Die Hard series), and Mel Gibson (The Patriot, Braveheart, We Were Soldiers, the Lethal Weapon series, and the Mad Max/Road Warrior series) are the first ones that are used to make this point. These films are sometimes dismissed as escapist fantasy. It is said that they are seen as too exaggerated to be considered “real” by any audience. It is pointed out that in many of the tales collected centuries ago by the Brothers Grimm, there was violence and death. Two of the three little pigs are killed (as is the wolf). The Giant falls to his death as he pursues Jack down the beanstalk. Gretel pushes the witch into a burning oven, where she dies. However, the violence in those folk tales was not accompanied by graphic pictures of blood, gore, and death; and not every film or image needs blood and gore to be violent.

It is a Harrison Ford film (and not one of the Indiana Jones epics) that shows how far the belief in good violence can go. Witness (1985) was a film about a young Amish boy who witnesses a murder when traveling with his mother. Ford plays police detective Captain John Book, who is assigned to protect the young man. In the course of his assignment, he takes on the persona of an Amish man. These people believe in nonviolence. In accordance with their beliefs, there is no such thing as good violence. One scene shows some of the Amish families on a shopping trip into a nearby town. Some of the town bullies are taunting the men, certain they will not fight to defend themselves or their families. The bullies then begin to pick on Detective Book. He warns them to stop, saying they will regret what they are doing. They only go farther in tormenting him. Finally, when they put their hands on him, he proceeds to give each of them a sound beating.

When the town bullies, young men in their twenties who should have known better, got what some might call their “just desserts,” the movie audience cheered loudly and applauded. Lost on them was the look on the faces of the men that Book was defending. They were strong enough to have used force in their own defense had they chosen to do so. They displayed far greater strength by choosing not to use force. What Book did violated their deeply held beliefs. The fact that he did it while representing their community (by his dress and in the role he was playing) made the violation even worse. None of this mattered to the audience. This was good violence, the kind they expected and anticipated. In their minds, it set things right. Yes, the evil men (police detectives) were defeated in the end with good violence as they tried to kill the young witness; however, that confrontation scene, and the cheering that accompanied it, provided evidence of just what the audience felt about the violence they were watching.

There are parallels to this in the real world. Mahatma Gandhi, leader of India’s struggle for independence, came to oppose violent force of any type, and had the strength of character to lead others to do the same. However, in the real world there are few Gandhis, and it should be remembered that this apostle of nonviolence was, himself, shot to death by a disgruntled follower. In the United States, Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King tried continually to control those that would have led the civil rights struggle down a violent path. He too was martyred for his cause. Both men refused to take life, but gave up their own for their cause. They died, but their cause lived on. These men stand out because they refused to accept violence, to say that the end justified the means used to achieve it. In many places, such rejection of violence flies in the face of growing national policies.

The Second World War is offered as an example of a “just” war, and therefore, good violence. Today, some point to the invasion of Iraq as good violence, since it removed a tyrant from power, who had inflicted violence, suffering, and countless deaths on his own people. However, as the fighting continued for months and years after the invasion, with most of the victims being the same Iraqis that the invading forces sought to protect, there are also those who question what was gained. Also, the first rationale for the invasion was the presence of weapons of mass destruction, but such weapons were never found and seem to have not been there in the first place. However, that is not the argument that pertains most strongly to this discussion.

The point to be made here is that like good/bad violence, there are apparently good/bad weapons of mass destruction. The argument is made that the presence of nuclear weapons kept the Cold War cold. The United States still possesses enough weapons of mass destruction to erase all life on this planet. That threat is a “good” one if it maintains peace because, after all, the United States is one of the “good guys.” Many other states possess nuclear weapons, but that is “allowed” because once you have them, it is too dangerous to try to take them away. Saddam Hussein was a “bad” guy, and so the threat that he might someday possess the same weapons was enough to prompt an invasion of Iraq by the United States and England (both nuclear powers) with a number of allies. With certainty of the justice of a cause comes a certainty that any means used to achieve that noble cause will be “good.”

There is a moral argument, one that is used to justify war, that force (violence) can be used to resist force (violence). Thus, violence used in self-defense is good. Every “true believer” in a cause can thus use violence to defend their cause or people from presumed attack. Germany used violence as a “final solution” to protect the “purity” of their race and culture. The results are discussed in Greg Wegner’s chapter in this book. Religious extremists use violence (and mass deaths of noncombatants) to defend beliefs or people from attack by alien philosophies, religious beliefs, or simply cultural differences. This is shown in Timothy Kullman’s chapter, Religious Violence and Weapons of Mass Destruction.

These beliefs can even be reduced at a more personal level to factors present in domestic violence. The abuser can make a case, and they sometimes do, that the violence was “necessary” to defend the family and its members. The political issues inherent in such beliefs are not a major focus of this work. What this book seeks to show are views of violence in many forms, the beliefs that may lead to violence, and the ways people seek to cope with the aftermath of violence. Perhaps it is logical to start our examination of violence by looking at its impact on children. They represent our future, and the lessons they are learning about violence today will resonate for many decades yet to come.




CHILDREN, SCHOOLS, AND THE IMPACT OF VIOLENCE

In the United States there is steadily growing concern about violence. My own background is that of a teacher for almost 40 years and, for a few of those years, a member of the New York Guard. My time with the New York Guard, 88th Brigade, especially in the days and weeks after September 11, 2001, gave me insight into issues of security and violence prevention (Stevenson, 2003). However, it is the three decades that I spent as a teacher and counselor that gave me far more experience with the grief that follows violence. Students saw violence in their homes and their communities. They experienced it from peers and from strangers. In most cases, they brought their concerns to school with them. There were many times when violence in school was a direct result of earlier violence outside the school. My experience leads me to start this work about violence with a look at the violence that affects children and schools.

Events in recent years have caused much of that concern to be focused on schools. In March of 2005, a student at Red Lake High School in Minnesota shot family members and then went to his school, where he killed nine students and staff(Forliti, 2005). This represented the worst school shooting since the 1999 shootings at Columbine High School in Colorado. That day saw the deaths of 12 students, 2 faculty members and the 2 teen gunmen. Unlike the violence against schools and students in some other countries, such as Israel where armed men have killed students and taken hostages in schools on more than one occasion, this violence comes from students themselves.

The problem of violence in American schools is not anew one. What is different is that in the most recent cases, the weapons used (rifles, shotguns, handguns, and improvised explosive devices) have caused death tolls from violence to escalate sharply. Some of these cases are related to themes from violent computer simulations or role-play games. There are many individuals and groups seeking an appropriate response to this increase in violence. Some have taken the easy route by blaming it all on a single cause. Press releases from these people all seem to contain a variation of the following quote:


It is all the result of ______ (fill in the blank with any of the following: guns, computer games, drugs, rock music, television, movies, or even the schools themselves).



Whatever the commentators personal agenda, it is simply transposed onto the violent episode and becomes the “cause.” Experience has shown that violence is almost always due to multiple factors. There is not a single cause—and people should be very wary of those who say that there is. Also, not all violent actions have roots in the greater society.

There are troubled individuals whose moral judgments are influenced by pathological narcissism, or who feel they can no longer cope with depression, or a perceived lack of control over their lives. Their actions come from within the individual. Violence can lead to suicide attempts. We know there is a fine line between suicide and homicide. We know that one can become the other in the blink of an eye. However, for many years we focused almost exclusively on one issue (suicide) while, in many areas, paying little attention to the other (homicide). Whatever the cause, for many students and families, schools are no longer seen as a safe place. When that happens, fear grows; and this fear can prompt attempts at self-protection.




“VIOLENCE IS THE LAST RESORT OF FOOLS”

In Bergen County, New Jersey, a student brought a stun gun to school in March 2005. When stopped and questioned as to why he had a weapon, he said it was for self-protection. Young women in New York City have been found hiding razor blades in their mouths to bring them into school. Why? Again the reason given was self-protection. The fact is, these “defensive” actions frighten others and cause more people to be fearful, prompting more students to want to carry weapons for their own defense. It becomes only a matter of time until something will occur—not “if it happens” but “when it happens.”

In order to understand an action or event, there is a need to correctly identify its causes and its effects. The media provides “special investigations” that claim to do just this. They feature stories of how this school or that has sought to reduce violence. There are two policies that seem to get the most play in the papers and on television: declaring “safe zones,” and having “lockdowns” to find and confiscate contraband items.

•Declaring safe zones (drug/weapon free): From a violent perpetrator’s point of view, this has created “target rich” areas where he (or, far less often, she) need not fear immediate reprisal. If a person has decided to use a weapon illegally, should we be surprised that another “rule” or “declaration” will do little to stop that action?

•Lockdowns: This technique of search and remove has never worked at keeping drugs and weapons out of prisons. It has not even been very effective at curtailing violence in those same prisons. In those institutions, control is at a maximum level, and still such policies do not work in the way officials would like. Why should we believe that such policies work in schools? Or, is the real purpose of such policies simply to create the illusion of safety?

It is merely an illusion when we blame the weapon for the violence more than the decisions and actions of the person carrying it. Michael Crichton, in his book Rising Sun, has a Japanese character say, “In our country we try to fix the problem. In America you try to fix the blame.” If guns themselves were the cause of violence, why is it that there is not a similar problem in countries where there are guns in almost every home, such as in Switzerland?

There is also the belief that intelligent people do not need to resort to violence. If this is true, then violence can be seen as the result of the “dumbing down” of our society. Radio personalities, such as Sean Hannity or Rush Limbaugh, would lay violence at the doorstep of ineffective schools and permissive liberal parents. These are “bumper-sticker” solutions to violence—“Ban Guns from School, Not Prayers.” The fact is, most students would never bring a gun to school or feel that they would be safer if they did. Such quick-fix slogans make no attempt to look at the deeper issues that cause some students to see violence as good —but they do get good ratings.

There is also the idea that violence comes from the “animal” side of human nature, not its higher, spiritual component. If this is true, does it mean that a country’s leaders are acting on animalistic emotions when they choose violent solutions? What does it mean when looking at the men and women of a country’s military? These young people show a love of country and its ideals. They serve at their country’s will in its defense. Is their desire to serve and protect based on animalistic emotion? Once again, an attempt at a simple answer seems to miss the mark.




GUIDELINES FOR COPING WITH VIOLENCE IN SCHOOLS

Are there interventions that have worked to reduce violence in schools? Yes, there are guidelines that have worked in North American schools. Examining these may prove useful in dealing with violence outside of the schools as well. The following guidelines have been used in coping with violence in schools:

•CREATE A SENSE OF CONNECTION BETWEEN STUDENTS AND STAFF
It is known that when students feel they belong as members of a school community, there is far less likelihood of violent behavior on their part. Creating that identification with the school is a first step. When students believe they are cared about as individuals, the entire school community can change. Here are four exercises that can help a school community to move in that direction.

– Safety Net Awareness: In small groups or individual classes, students are presented with a scenario (violence, suicidal feelings, abuse, sexual harassment). This can be hypothetical or, as has been done with success, right after an incident has occurred. In that case, the recent incident becomes the case study. Students are then asked, “If this happened to you, to whom in this school would you turn?” As students suggest people, they are asked to share why they might choose that person. Each name is written on the board and the students see the list of possible support grow longer and longer. Students are discouraged from giving a position instead of a person’s name as well as from merely repeating a previous answer. A repeated answer is acceptable, but each student who responds is encouraged to provide a new name. Participation should be voluntary, but the group leader may want to make a mental note of students who do not answer for possible individual follow-up.

– Peer Leaders: Adolescents are more likely to share information about abuse, episodes of violence, sexual concerns, or fears of personal safety with peers than with adults. Peer leaders (who are given any of a number of titles) are students who are trained as listeners and know how to make referrals. It is not a peer leaders job to assess the degree of risk in any particular student—they do not have enough training or experience for that. They are there to allow students to have a catharsis and “get out” things they are holding inside. They can also help students to make connections with professionals to whom they might not otherwise have turned. Peers may be better able to identify young people for referrals, because adults may have trouble distinguishing between troubled youth and those who are simply nonconformists or “making a statement.”

– Memorials: When a current or former member of a school community dies, there is a memorial for that person. Some schools have one day a year when flags are lowered to half-mast in memory of those who have died in the previous year. This sends the message that every student (past or present) is connected. Every one of them does matter. To ban such memorials (as some schools have done) says to a students that they could be here one day and gone the next and the school would move on unchanged. The message to each member of a school community of a “no memorial” policy is that “you do not matter.”

– Symbols of Safety: In classes there should be a way for students to show that they are stressed and may not be able to function normally. One way students typically do this is by simply cutting class. However, there may be an alternative here. One high school teacher brought to class a teddy bear that had belonged to his son. Any student who felt stressed, or had suffered a loss, could put “Teddy” on his or her desk. The student remained present and could still hear what was going on, but would not be called on. The student could participate, but it would be voluntary. It led to a reduction in cutting and a higher percentage of class attendance in that class. It gave students a feeling of greater personal control. Often, the fact that they could take a time out if they felt it was needed was enough. Most days Teddy stayed on the teacher’s desk. It allowed one other, unexpected benefit. Students began to take the bear and put it on a friend’s desk to show they knew of some issue in the student’s life, and they were there for support.

•IDENTIFY ALL MEMBERS OF THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY WITH BADGES, PINS, OR SOME OTHER VISIBLE SCHOOL SYMBOL
This serves two purposes: (1) it helps staff and students to identify outsiders and (2) it can strengthen pride in members of the school community. If this is adopted, it is important that all staff, teachers, and administrators follow the same regulations as the students. To do this only with students can create feelings of powerlessness and be seen as a negative policy designed simply to give the staff (or administration) greater control.

•ZERO TOLERANCE FOR VIOLENCE
This does not mean automatic suspension or expulsion for any violent episode. Each episode must be seen within its context. Circumstances must be taken into account. However, the important point to remember is that there must be appropriate consequences in every case. When necessary, a violent student may have to be removed from the school to alternative placement, but this must be a last resort. For students who derive greater benefit from being a member of the school community, this consequence of such removal is more severe. For those students with little or no connection, there may be no personal feeling of loss, but it may still be necessary for the safety of others.

•SECURITY PERSONNEL
These men and women should know the students by face and name. Their role, providing security to all members of the school community, should be reinforced by stressing that they play a positive role. They must not be there simply to control or punish. Also, existing space should be assessed (with the help of trained professionals) to insure that blind spots or other features of school architecture do not create places where safety may be compromised.

•REEXAMINE THE CURRICULUM
This involves finding alternatives to films, books, and other media that promote violence as an effective problem-solving technique.

•EDUCATE PEOPLE ABOUT VIOLENCE
Methods should be pursued in order to raise awareness in the entire community of the many forms that violence can take, stressing that violence comes as a choice of the perpetrator, not through the fault of the victim.

•TEACH THE LIFE CYCLE OF CRISIS RESPONSE
If violence occurs in a cycle, it is helpful to know what steps should be followed to cope with it most effectively. In the United States, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) produces materials based on a four-part cycle. The four steps are: preparation, response, recovery, and mitigation. There are materials available online to any interested party. Perhaps the most important step is mitigation. After a violent episode, key people gather to ask, “What have we learned from this?” and “How can we do better in the future?” Sometimes, after an episode of violence, the decision makers seek only to put it behind them and to move on. When this is done, there may be other episodes, perhaps more severe, in the future. Even when there is an effective response, it is important to study it so that the good points can be amplified.

– Get everyone involved (students, parents, teachers, staff, administrators, and members from the community).

– Establish principles of effective response and recovery in advance of a crisis (preparation). Assess responsibility. This is part of the recovery phase. Remember that there may be victims at many levels (and some victims may be the perpetrators themselves).

–Avoid spreading blame for any episode of violence to so many (“we are all responsible”) that no one is accountable for what happened. Assigning responsibility helps with effective mitigation. Start by having each member of a school community examine his or her own actions and the role he or she may have played in what took place.

–Use the principles of Critical Incident Stress Debriefing with students and staff. Know in advance who may be called on to carry out such a program.

–Set time limits on each phase of recovery. Open-ended programs can have a negative effect and can drain energy from caregivers. It is better to establish a new date at the end of the allotted time, than to allow people to think that the process may go on “forever.”

Most of these points relate to a school community that is trying to anticipate and be prepared for the event of violence. When an episode of violence has already occurred, there are other points that must be considered. If the consequences for those involved are to be appropriate, then accurate information is essential. The following guidelines for response are intended to gain information to determine what actions should be taken next. It is offered in the form of questions.


What Was the Level of the Violence in this Particular Incident?

Violence may occur on many levels. Was the violence in this case individual, familial, social, cultural, or institutional? Did it occur on many levels at the same time? If we focus our response too narrowly, we run the risk of trying to remedy the violent behavior of one or more individuals, while failing to address a violent family, cultural, or institutional setting that may have been, and continues to be, a contributing factor in that student’s behavior.




What Exactly Happened?

To answer this, one must know if

•the violence was overt, covert, acute, chronic, or a combination of two or more of these. Each of these factors can play a role in the reactions of victims and the responses of perpetrators to later attempts at assistance.

•the violence was intentional or unintentional, spontaneous or premeditated? Whether a deliberate act, or an accident, violence has occurred. The presence or absence of intent may influence responses, including determining the degree of culpability and possible punishment. The role played by an impulsive act versus planned violence is also important in determining the best response. Zero tolerance of violence, followed by automatic expulsion, is a policy that sounds good, but handicaps decision makers, limits their ability to recognize individual differences, and has tended to foster a view of mandated responses as unfair. If the response is seen as unfair, it may be considered to merely be violence in another form. If a school response is defended as appropriate because the school has the authority to enforce its will, the emotional, and psychological impact of such actions can also meet the general definition of violence. This may reinforce, not break, the cycle of violence.

•this violence occurred because of some action or because of a failure to act? In the wake of violence, there is a widespread need to affix blame. If there was someone (or something) that was a causative agent, that person or thing will receive much of the blame and become a target of the anger that follows an episode of violence. If the violence resulted from a failure to act, blame and anger may remain unfocused. They may then be directed toward anyone who attempts to assist in recovery from the violence or to reestablish routine. If the violence was the result of action by one or more people, it is important to look at the perpetrators as well as at the action.




What Do We Know About the Perpetrator(s) of the Violence?

Sometimes the cause of violence may be due to circumstances that are not readily apparent: prior violence is a notable factor; as is an expression of grief; or as a reaction to victimization, especially when punishment is involved that may seem arbitrary or excessive.

Identifying the reasons for violent behavior does not necessarily excuse the action or exonerate the perpetrator. The perpetrator may have believed that his or her life was threatened, regardless of whether a threat really existed. Does this justify a violent act? What if the perpetrator of the violence suffered from an impaired ability to make an appropriate judgment? Alcohol, drugs, addiction, and affective disorders can be factors in causing violent behavior. Their continued use in attempting to cope with past violence may serve only to continue the cycle of violence.




What Was the Immediate Trigger of this Violence?

The student who tried to incinerate a teacher by pouring gasoline on the teacher’s car engine did so because he was grieving the sudden, violent death of a coach to whom the student had felt close ties. The thwarted violence came after a statement about the deceased by the teacher. The student felt this statement showed a lack of respect for his former coach.

It is known that individuals exposed to violence, especially violent deaths, either directly or indirectly, maybe impaired in their capacity to make judgments, to plan appropriate action, or to act wisely. Violent death may result in grief that differs from grief that follows nonviolent death. A judge, who was aware of these two factors, had the student returned to school and to mandatory grief counseling, rather than placing him in a state correctional facility. The students and staff members angered by this “mild” response to a potentially deadly action, also needed counseling to be able to understand how this decision represented justice. No violent act exists in a vacuum, and a serious attempt must be made to understand all of the factors involved. Understanding the causes of violent behavior may provide a basis for preventing violence.




What Responses Followed the Violent Episode?

Responses to violence are extremely important: they can either contribute to further violence or, conversely, reduce the likelihood of further violence, thus paving the way to break the cycle of violence. Individuals grieving violent death may be confronted with multiple, complex tasks with relation to both the deceased and the perpetrator of the violence, which may make appropriate positive responses difficult to determine.




How Have the Survivors of the Violence Reacted?

This question must be answered to properly meet the diverse needs of those individuals coping with the aftermath of violence. The reactions of those affected by violent death may be influenced by a number of factors, including

•the nature and circumstances of the event,

•any physical or mental trauma sustained by the survivor(s),

•the degree of displacement from homes, networks, and communities,

•the developmental level of the survivor(s),

•trauma and violence in the social and political milieu,

•identification with the dead person(s) and the perpetrator(s),

•the nature and quality of the relationship between the survivor(s) and the victim(s) of violence,

•the nature and quality of the relationship between the perpetrator(s) and the victim(s),

•the interaction among survivors,

•the interaction between the survivor(s) and society,

•previous and concurrent losses and their resolution,

•the number of losses incurred,

•previous and concurrent victimization and its resolution,

•internal strengths (e.g., spiritual beliefs, psychological health),

•external supports (e.g., family, community, society, economic resources),

•direct experience of the loss (e.g., did the person see the actual event or learn of it from others),

•perceived impact of the loss,

•perceived responsibility for the death,

•availability of the body or other reminders of the deceased,

•physical condition of the dead body,

•the nature of the funeral and other rituals,

•the persistence of threat,

•the recurrence of loss (Parkes, 1981).




Have the Survivors of the Violence Had an Opportunity to Process and Give Meaning To What They Have Experienced?

The reactions of those involved in violence (whether as perpetrators, victims, or observers) reflect the meaning(s) they attribute to the experience. What are these meanings? The individuals involved need an opportunity to process and give meaning to what has taken place.

Once we are able to answer these questions, the next step is to establish an environment in which the individuals and the school can recover from the violence that has occurred and begin to build safeguards against its recurrence. In short, they need to take steps to break the cycle of violence.






GRIEVING A VIOLENT DEATH

For some time, counselors have acted on the belief that violent death has different characteristics that have an impact on the grief process of survivors. These include the following:

•A VIOLENT DEATH IS TYPICALLY SUDDEN AND NOT ANTICIPATED: Grief is more likely to be complicated after a sudden death. The violence of the death itself is magnified by the way it tears apart the lives of survivors.

•A VIOLENT DEATH CAN MAGNIFY THE EFFECTS OF OTHER STRESSORS: The presence of stress when violence occurs complicates the grief process. Existing and new problems, taken together, may be more difficult for a person to handle and may provoke a more extreme response.

•FEELINGS OF REGRET AND GUILT MAY COMPLICATE GRIEF: This can persist even when survivors know such feelings are not based on real events.

•SURVIVORS EXPERIENCE A LOSS OF CONTROL: This can result in a coping style of “submission.” In such a coping style, the person gives control over his or her life to others to avoid feeling responsible for being so emotionally out of control.

•THE MEDIA AND THE REACTIONS OF SOCIETY CAN COMPLICATE GRIEF: When we do not know what to do or say, we typically do or say nothing. This silence can complicate grief.


Moving On

The following are suggestions that can help grieving individuals to move on after a violent death:

•Accept the grief. Be tolerant of perceived shortcomings (short temper, attention span, avoidance, lack of energy, lack of feelings that others seem to have).

•Talk about the death if you can. Be patient with misstatements by yourself and others.

•Keep busy, but not too busy. Sometimes people try to avoid unpleasant feelings through the distraction of work. This may cause the individual to become physically run down and possibly sick.

•Take care of yourself: eat well and exercise. Stress takes a physical toll and can impair the immune system. Taking care of personal needs will help one to cope with grief and possibly to be available to help others.

•Be aware of your surroundings and remain alert to any possible threat. Doing this as a conscious choice may help to overcome feelings of helplessness and vulnerability.

•Externalize you grief (symbols, journals, sharing with others). Choosing some symbol as a expression, or representation of the loss can be helpful to the grief process. This practice is as old as history itself. After a temporary absence, symbols showing that a person is grieving are again being seen on a regular basis.

•Deal with the guilt (real or imagined). It is a part of the human condition that we can feel guilty over almost anything. It does not matter that the things we feel guilty about never happened. We can even feel guilty about feeling guilty in the first place. If ignored or denied, these feelings of guilt (often tied to a belief that the individual provoked, or could have prevented the violence) can complicate the grief process.

•Accept your understanding of the death.

•Draw on your spiritual background. Some secular counselors are reluctant to touch issues related to personal spiritual or religious beliefs. However, most religions have beliefs, rituals, and traditions that can provide support in the aftermath of violence.

•Understand (but do not ignore) negative coping by yourself and others. Such negative coping can include anger, inappropriate humor, self-injury, denial, or apathy (simply withdrawing from life).






CONCLUSION

As was stated at the beginning of this chapter, the topic of violence is so large, and we are learning so much about what causes it and its subsequent effects, that it cannot be covered fully in any one volume. In addition, the differences in perceptions of violence among various nations, cultures, and beliefs play a role in defining violence, identifying its effects, and choosing appropriate responses when violence has occurred. The authors of the chapters in this one volume come from different backgrounds, but in reading their contributions, it is important to remember that they hold many things in common. They seek to understand the nature of violence and its causes. They wish to identify ways in which people (whether in a universal sense or within a particular group or culture) seek to cope with violence. And they understand that the success of a coping strategy or intervention in one area does not mean there will be an equal degree of success in others. They agree that violence doesn’t affect only those who had connections to the victims of violence. They know that individuals grieving losses from violence are confronted with multiple, complex tasks relating to both the victims of the violence and the perpetrator of the violence. Finally, they know that the process of “meaning making” is an important one for those who have been involved in violence. The reactions of those involved in violence (whether as perpetrators, victims, or observers) will reflect the meaning(s) they attribute to the experience.

Readers of this volume who wish to apply its information in their own areas need to adapt what they read to fit their personal context. Together, caring people seek wisdom to be able to make effective choices related to the problems of violence. To achieve this wisdom, we need to have a fuller understanding of all aspects of violence and the grief that follows it. A starting point in understanding the many aspects of this topic is a solid foundation of fact-based knowledge. Hopefully this chapter and those that follow will add to that knowledge.
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CHAPTER 2



Violence in the Family: Spirituality/Religion as Culprit and Comfort


Reverend Richard B. Gilbert, PhD, CT

 

 

 


“Where two or three people are gathered … there shall a perpetrator and a victim be.” While it isn’t quite the wording offered in the Christian scriptures, it is a compelling reminder to the Christian community, and to all religious communities, that violence, and for this chapter, domestic violence (violence in the family), is rampant in society, in our congregations and in our homes.


THE CHALLENGES AND STORIES

Congregations of all religions connote some expression of sanctuary. This may be an ornate space filled with stained glass and religious symbols or a simple room in the corner of a multipurpose room serving nursing-home residents. It tells the visitor that the space is sacred, a place where God dwells, and where we are free and safe to explore our questions, doubts, longings, and joys. Note the word “safe.” Sanctuary means safe. To be in a sanctuary is to be in a safe place where no harm can come to us.

From theory to reality, it is time to issue a wake-up call to all religions, religious leaders and religious communities (none are immune or excused) that domestic violence is real and it is in our congregations. We must acknowledge this reality with a decisive, thoughtful, and collaborative plan of action to be both proactive and reactive in responding to victims and perpetrators within our primary responsibility of safety. We will discuss this further.

The second reality is that not only is domestic violence present in the lives of our congregants or the worshippers sitting next to us or in ourselves, but we must begin to address the teachings, practices, social and cultural attitudes and customs, even the very scriptures that we teach and preach, as culprits that contribute to the problems of domestic violence. It is no longer acceptable to tell victimized spouses, generally women, that St. Paul (Ephesians 5:21–25) reminds us that the husband is the head of the household and, “If you were just a better wife, your husband wouldn’t hit you.” This happens. We also need to understand that many of our clergy are so weary, unhealthy in their ability to stay focused in demanding jobs with often very dysfunctional congregations, it results in a level of fear that, if we move out of our “boxes” of scripting, the official things that we must say, we will lose our jobs.

Some denominations are inherently threatened and threatening around issues of family violence. Some oppress women. The same scriptures that, to the Christian community, suggest that we are all one, equal, through the one baptism, also prompt us to suggest, however, that women are not equal, at least in terms of presiding at the altar or preaching from the pulpit. They can teach, clean, baby sit, and work in the kitchen, but some things can be done only by men. That doesn’t mean that these teachings condone domestic violence, but the undercurrent of such teachings erodes an already complex “family system” that facilitates the dominance of men, the perpetuation of secrets, and the lack of safety that produces one “face” at worship or other religious gatherings and an entirely different one at home.

“Male headship sets the stage for domestic violence. I don’t subscribe to that in any way, shape, or form. When we talk about a man and a woman in the sacrament of matrimony, we’re talking about a partnership, people working together. One partner is just as much the expression of God’s creation as the other” (Fr. Michael McDermott, quoted in Miles, 2000, p. 28).


Denominational Structures

Ritter and O’Neill (1996) wrote a breakthrough work on denominational struggles with power and control and their inherent susceptibility to abuse practices and behaviors. Even when these behaviors are not sanctioned by the religion, but opposed vigorously, their argument is that the risks are so woven into the fabric of their rituals, teachings, and life patterns, that the risk is always there. In fairness, it must be stated that many of these dynamics are in all religions and denominations in one way or another, but the radical nature of the styles they studied warranted our further attention.


Many members of righteous religion require their churches to be philosophically reasonable, morally helpful, spiritually illuminating, and communally supportive. In this regard, they look to their religion to validate the unconditional goodness of the human being and God’s unconditional love for each. Christians earnestly wish for moral guidelines that are sufficiently flexible so as to be relevant to their life circumstances without distorting the underlying Christian principles. In other words, they want the church to help them become one with Christ within the context of their lives. Believers long for models of sacred lives with which they can identify, and for shaping stories broad enough to encompass their own human experiences. Finally, Christians want to be included in the community of faith and counted among God’s children.

What a growing number of Catholics and Fundamentalists are experiencing, however, are church structures that fail to meet their expectations and spiritual needs and may, in fact, even thwart them. For example, they are continually threatened with exclusion and eternal punishment at the hands of an angry parental God unless they abide by the dictates of righteous law and authority. Members encounter a belief system that assumes that they are flawed and evil children, and that only out of fear will they stay in line. In this regard, believers are terrified into obedience by frequent references to Satan, hell, and a final judgment presided over by a jealous and wrathful God.

Like a negative or conditional parent, authoritarian churches interpret law and scripture in a manner so absolute and rigid that mere mortals seldom can achieve the perfection demanded. This creates a situation wherein the children of faith often feel guilty for not measuring up and pleasing a perfect parent. Many Fundamentalists and Catholics are thus made to feel shameful and unworthy by constant reminders of their fallen and evil natures. This sense of being defective at their very core leaves them at the mercy of the dictates and leadership of righteous religion (Ritter & O’Neill, 1996, pp. 13–14).

It would seem logical that the primary task of religion is to lay the groundwork for and nurture the spiritual voice of its members (Ritter & O’Neill, 1996, p. 15).

To be a good member of an authoritarian church is often to live with a divided self. One side is outwardly conforming and compliant, dutiful and faithful; whereas an inner, perhaps secret, side strives to express itself (Ritter & O’Neill, 1996, pp. 15–16).



Many of these religious approaches are appealing. We want absolutes in a world torn apart by a war many of us do not understand, economic challenges, skyrocketing health care costs, job problems, family dynamics. Absolutes that appear neat and tidy are seductive. If we follow the absolutes, we contend, as do many religious leaders and practices, we can make every social or personal issue equally black and white and thus manageable. Absolutes seldom work.


Righteous religion impresses upon its members that it speaks with the voice of God and thus can be relied upon as a bastion of absolute truth…. Thus, to obey the church was to obey God (Ritter & O’Neill, 1996, p. 19).






Denial of a Universal

Before you rip the chapter out of the book because you do not agree with the above, and we did preface it with the reminder that these dynamics, in varying degrees, are inherent in any religious system and not true across the board in every congregation in a denomination, we must acknowledge that the pressures and injustices surrounding domestic violence require us to examine who we are, our beliefs and practices, and be prepared to question things that might need to be changed.

Al Miles (2000) has developed a significant ministry in awakening congregations to their responsibilities with regard to domestic violence. He has also suffered a good bit of verbal and social abuse for taking such stands. He persists because perpetrators persist. If domestic violence is a universal, then it is also a local issue. We have no excuse for our denial or blindness, and certainly not for any contributions we make to the problem, but must continue to address it in thoughtful and meaningful ways. Here are two of his anecdotes:


After meeting with her pastor, Rita immediately called my office. Her description of the session shocked me. “I told Pastor Carl all about Walt’s violence,” she began, her words nearly suffocated by tears. “He stared at me for a long time then finally replied, ‘I just can’t believe it. I’ve known Walt since he was a little kid. He wouldn’t harm a flea. Why have you waited all these years to tell this story? Are you sure you’re not exaggerating things? You could ruin your marriage and Walt’s fine practice [Walt was a prominent surgeon in the community.] He’s such a great guy.” Rita said she felt raped by her minister’s words (Miles, 2000, p. 24).

The pastor of another local parish heard about this sermon from one of his female parishioners who had visited Steve’s church the Sunday I spoke. “You opened up a huge can of worms,” said the minister when he phoned me five days after the service. “I’ve pastored this church for more than six years,” he continued in a very loud tone, “but until this week no woman had ever brought up to me the issue of being abused by her husband. The woman from my church who attended your service is a wonderful Christian wife and mother. She has never made waves. But your sermon agitated her. She now claims her husband, who is one of the finest Christian men I have ever known, has been abusing her for years.” According to this pastor, my sermon also caused other women worshiping in his congregation to “fall away from the truth.” The spiritual leader tried to explain to me what this phrase meant. “The parishioner who attended your sermon has now riled several other so-called victims worshiping in my congregation,” the pastor lamented. “They tried to tell me about their own Christian husbands abusing them. The women want to begin a support group for abuse victims and they asked to hold the meetings in the church on Saturdays. They even requested that I begin speaking about domestic violence from the pulpit. Why couldn’t you have just left well enough alone?” (Miles, 2000, p. 54).



There is a case for clergy who must function as generalists. They are human, they are bound in by myriad expressed and unexpressed expectations of their job. If they have 500 members, they have 500 job descriptions. Some relationships are, at best, unhelpful, and many are dysfunctional. Codependence is rife in many congregations, sometimes fed into by needy clergy. All of us have our comfort levels around various tasks in the ministry, and as generalists, we are bound to be more competent in some areas than in others. It is important that we have basic competencies in all of these areas, effectively network, and know how to “walk with” parishioners to the specialists and programs best equipped to serve our parishioners. We understand that with Alcoholics Anonymous. Why can’t we get it right with domestic violence? We are human. We have too many expectations. We have our levels of competency. That is reality. What should never be real is our slipping into the role of a new perpetrator, especially considering what is projected on us as men and women of God.

There have been reports at various times concerning some of the more closed denominations and sects (Amish, Mormons, Hasidic Jews), but they have been hard to document. The power of shunning, of being ostracized by your faith community has furthered their victimization and silenced their tears. Occasionally there are reports of those who rise above these fears because they have chosen to be survivors.

Faith and religious tradition are woven through most cases of IPV (intimate partner violence). In the Christian tradition particularly, there have been numerous incidents wherein their behaviors have been “justified,” at least by the perpetrator and, as we have seen, often validated by others.

Most of the studies examining the rates of abuse within religiously identified couples have focused upon Christian denominations. Church attendance has been examined as a factor in intimate partner violence. Researchers found the lowest rates of spousal abuse among those couples attending church weekly or more … (Ware, Levitt, & Bayer, 2003). It was the men who reported “moderate attendance” that were identified as the typical Christian offenders, not the rare attendees. Ellison, Bartoski, and Anderson (1999) found male-perpetrated abuse was more likely when men held more conservative beliefs about the inerrancy and authority of the Bible than their partners and when men attended services more frequently than partners. There have been a few interview studies exploring batterers’ religious beliefs. Shupe, Stacey, and Hazelwood (1987) found that most of the violent men rationalized that their violence was biblically acceptable and helped the family run more smoothly. Further, their wives struggled to reconcile similar beliefs with the pain of battering. These findings raise questions about the teachings that these men are internalizing from their religion and its doctrines on family. As it is not the intention of religious leaders to promote IPV, Ellison, Bartoski, and Anderson (1999) suggest that the messages taught in faith communities may not be accurately communicated to or comprehended by these moderately committed members (pp. 56–57).

With the growth of multicultural dynamics in many communities, including religious diversity, our neighborhood scenes have changed. We are becoming more aware of domestic violence in other cultures, cultures that we often do not understand and, for cultural if not for religious reasons, fail to recognize as inappropriate behavior. Two specialists from Illinois are preparing to travel to Russia to help them deal with the previously denied domestic violence. Many cultures that keep women as subservient tend to experience domestic violence, often encased in a normative status as defined by the culture so that the culture itself becomes a perpetrator and heightens the level of victimization (Ware, Levitt, & Bayer, 2003).

Most studies on abuse and religion have been conducted within the context of the Christian tradition. One study with Islamic-Palestinian men (Haj-Yahia, 1998) indicated men who justified wife beating held more patriarchal and nonegalitarian marital role expectations, as evaluated by the Familial Patriarchal Belief Scale (Smith, 1990) and the Marriage Role Expectation Inventory (Dunn & DeBonis, 1979), and identified themselves as more religious (Haj-Yahia, 1998). Also, the more strongly the Palestinian men endorsed negative and traditional attitudes toward women on the Attitudes Towards Women Scale (Spence & Helmreich, 1978), the greater was their tendency to justify wife beating (Haj-Yahia, 1998, p. 57).




Victimization of Groups

For people who observe the religious world view, many would think (especially among Christians), that the only issue of the day is sexuality (i.e., homosexuality). It is another example of victimization, the denomination of scripture with spot passages, and an urgent issue that condemns and isolates people in ways that leave them victims.

Many have moved beyond their victimization to either steer clear of religion altogether or to form their own religions and denominations. The “reconstructionist” movement is active in Christian and Jewish circles. New movements to free up people and their beliefs around a variety of issues, including sexuality and gender, are becoming more common. In my Anglican communion, it is safe to say that there are no less than 30 independent expressions of Anglicanism in the United States, most divided around a particular theological or social point.

Just as family violence can increase around and against a gay family member, so does it go throughout congregations and denominations. This leads to isolation, lack of trust, a sense of distancing from God, and a forced secretiveness that compromises a person’s self worth and sense of value before God and lessens the strength and community sense of a congregation.


Torment, secrecy, conflict, misery and shame. Wherever you look—a movie like Priest, or faggots and fundamentalists shouting each other down on Oprah and Ricki and the rest, or tabloid tales of pervert priests in sex scandals, or broadsheet pontification about outed bishops and the Church being torn apart, or patronizing documentaries—the message seems clear: homosexuality plus religion can only equal bad news. And yet, for a large number of lesbian, gay and bisexual people, both spirituality and sexuality are sources of joy and strength (Sweasey, 1997, p. ix).



If spirituality is that which enables us to feel connected and find value, meaning and hope, and religion, for many, provide interpretations and rituals to accompany those spiritual riches, then anything that corrupts or compromises those dynamics would be considered abusive.

When people are oppressed and victimized, they learn, if they are to survive, to either become distanced from the source of those burdens or become indifferent to them. Some seek new expressions religiously and spiritually, even if they have to invent them. Some simply denounce God, church, and religion as irrelevant because it is essential for their sense of safety. For many it is not just frustration on a practical level, but a spiritual crisis of abandonment as people find themselves cut off from God, at least the God as presented to them, and thus without any spiritual clarity.


My question is not, why should religions accept lesbian, gay, and bisexual people? We know the answers to that by now, even if religious authorities refuse to hear them. My question is why should queers want anything to do with religion? Religion has not, traditionally, been very welcoming towards queer people, and continues to advertise its hostility. The Catholic Church calls homosexuality an “intrinsic moral evil” and “an objective moral disorder.” Texts from the Qur’an are used to justify executing gay men in fundamentalist Islamic nations, and stir up hatred elsewhere. A former Chief Rabbi in Great Britain looked forward to the day when genetic engineering might rid the world of homosexuals. The religious right in America claims homophobia is fundamental to its faith. Even the relatively liberal Church of England won’t (officially) ordain practicing homosexuals and declares that we “fall short of the ideal.” Heterosexuality is the eleventh commandment: followers of these and other faiths have experienced miserable inner torment, as well as prejudice and harassment, when they break it. People who do not hold religious beliefs—the majority, at least in Europe—are none the less hampered in their struggles against homophobia by the political power, and alleged moral authority, of religious institutions (Sweasey, 1997, p. 3).



It seems a human need for many to find their self worth and strength in power and control. It could be suggested that people generally need someone they can perceive as subservient to them, less than they are, so that they can rise above them and increase their “marketability.” It is something like an upstairs/downstairs social structure, even within religious communities. The patterns of judgment, social isolation, and abuse are prevalent, and not only contrary to most religious teachings, but an abuse rooted in the very faith we seek to proclaim and live by.




The Spiritual Dilemma and the Loss of Faith

Several decades ago there were substantive studies shared suggesting that, at least in the United States, 60–70% of people in need of spiritual, emotional, and other support would go to a minister first. There were many factors involved in this. Of course there were trust and safety issues, although it often was a naïve assumption that clergy were sufficiently equipped or emotionally available on every issue. There were the spiritual overtones related to life issues. There also was the general ease of availability vs. the cost, inaccessibility, and stigma factors associated with mental-health programs. In addition, many of the specialty groups and programs now available were not as readily available at that time.

In the latter years of the last century, there were shifts. Insurance funding made it easier to go to a therapist. Support groups abounded, including in bereavement. There was an emerging commitment to social factors on the local, state, and national levels. New attitudes around religion, even with a rapid growth of interest in spiritual matters, left some suspicious of the church, organized religion, and religious leaders. Sadly, many congregations and religious leaders, by their choices, attitudes, lack of interest, funding priorities, and in some cases, their preaching and teaching, put out many “not welcome here” signs that forced people to seek their spiritual (and other) support elsewhere.

Many religious communities and leaders worked valiantly around many of these issues, including domestic violence, supporting existing agencies, assisting with fundraising, crisis intervention, and leadership, through their preaching, teaching, and counseling, and, most of all, their willingness to stay informed and equipped. Oftentimes good people and religious communities were thwarted by professionals unwilling to deal with their own religious and spiritual baggage, a growing societal indifference to the religious establishment, and even the church/state issue.

The number of people seeking out a religious leader or congregation first for support is increasing.
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