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CHURCH TEACHING ON DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:
COUNTERING MISCONCEPTIONS

“The Church does not allow divorce. To be a good Catholic I have to stay.”

Some abused women believe that church teaching on the permanence of marriage
requires them to stay in an abusive relationship. They may hesitate to seek a separation
or divorce. They may fear that they cannot re-marry in the Church. Violence and abuse,
not divorce, break up a marriage. We encourage abused persons who have divorced to
investigate the possibility of seeking an annulment. An annulment, which determines
that the marriage bond is not valid, can frequently open the door to healing.

Can. 1153 §1. If either of the spouses causes grave mental or physical danger to the other spouse or
to the offspring or otherwise renders common life too difficult, that spouse gives the other a legitimate
cause for leaving, either by decree of the local ordinary or even on his or her own authority if there
s danger in delay.

“The Bible says I need to stay married no matter what.”

As bishops, we condemn the use of the Bible to support abusive behavior in any form.
A correct reading of Scripture leads people to an understanding of the equal dignity of
men and women and to relationships based on mutuality and love. Beginning with
Genesis, Scripture teaches that women and men are created in God's image. Jesus
himself always respected the human dignity of women. Pope John Paul II reminds us
that "Christ's way of acting, the Gospel of his words and deeds, is a consistent protest
against whatever offends the dignity of women.""'

“Ephesians J says I need to be submissive to my husband.”

Men who abuse often use Ephesians 5:22, taken out of context, to justify their
behavior, but the passage (v. 21-33) refers to the mutual submission of husband and
wife out of love for Christ. Husbands should love their wives as they love their own
body, as Christ loves the Church.

“Jesus says over and over in the Bible that I need to forgive.”

Men who batter also cite Scripture to insist that their victims forgive them (see,

for example, Mt 6:9-15). A victim then feels guilty if she cannot do so. Forgiveness,
however, does not mean forgetting the abuse or pretending that it did not happen.
Neither is possible. Forgiveness is not permission to repeat the abuse. Rather,
forgiveness means that the victim decides to let go of the experience and move on
with greater insight and conviction not to tolerate abuse of any kind again.

Except Canon 1153, all answers are direct quotes from: US Bishops, When I Call
for Help When I Call for Help: A Pastoral Response to Domestic Violence Against
Women | _USCCB
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