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Defend the weak and the fatherless; uphold the cause of the 

poor and the oppressed. Rescue the weak and the needy; 

deliver them from the hand of the wicked.

~ Psalm 82:3-4






Note on Revised Edition 




In the years since Called to Peace: A Guide to Finding Peace and Healing After Domestic Abuse (2018) and the Called to Peace Companion Workbook (2019) were released, the world has changed significantly, especially when it comes to matters related to abuse. Social media, beginning with the “MeToo Movement,” has kept abuse of all kinds in the spotlight. We have moved from a dearth of information on the subject to an overabundance in a relatively short timeframe. Remarkably, this barrage of information has not eluded the church, which has historically been hesitant to address such issues. Most notably, evangelical Christian women coming out of domestic abuse began to create online forums for other survivors, resulting in a tidal wave of resources—some good and others not so good. In the wake of this new abundance of information, I have found many misconceptions need to be cleared up. In addition, CTPM support leaders and participants have provided a great deal of feedback since the inception of the groups in 2017, and I want to incorporate many of their suggestions as well. 




The primary goals in revising the books are:


  	To better define the scope of the books

  	To address currently widespread, and sometimes harmful, teaching

  	To update terminology 

  	To share updates about Called to Peace Ministries (CTPM)

  	To make the workbook more user-friendly, including a new lesson order, spelling out the names of the Bible, and writing out more Scriptures, as requested by support group participants and leaders.

  	To address domestic abuse and coercive control issues in the church 

  	To add clarifying footnotes to issues that have been misconstrued 



SCOPE OF THE BOOKS




The Called to Peace books are not intended to be a comprehensive work on domestic abuse. Neither is it intended to tackle a multitude of theological issues related to it. Instead, it is primarily devised to help survivors find God’s heart for them along with His path to healing. The secondary goal is to help people helpers get a better picture of how abuse impacts and entraps victims, along with a general understanding of the healing process. There are numerous other resources for people helpers (counselors, ministry leaders, etc.) that will better equip you to effectively respond to the devastation that is called domestic abuse.1

AUDIENCE

I believe the truths here will apply to anyone experiencing the common issues addressed in the book (anger, fear, unforgiveness, grief, etc.). I also believe these lessons will benefit those who have experienced other types of abuse, including childhood sexual abuse and spiritual abuse. If you’re reading this books from a perspective other than domestic abuse and coercive control, I believe you will still find these biblical principles helpful. Whatever your story, you might want to get The Called to Peace Workbook and use the Scripture-based lessons there to help internalize the truths presented in the book. Many counselors have used these lessons as homework for their clients. I created and used them in my own counseling practice for several years before writing the books. This is not my wisdom. It took decades for me to finally yield to our Divine Counselor and find the freedom He offers. Once I did, I wanted to tell everyone I met! I pray you will find the truths contained here as exciting and life changing as I have found them.

As I’ve been working with DA/CC victims at CTPM, we’ve seen a considerable overlap with victims of other kinds of abuse, such as childhood sexual abuse (CSA), ritual abuse, and even trafficking. While these books are, this book is not specifically written for these survivors, I believe that the material contained within them will be helpful for them. However, I have come to recognize that, generally, the earlier in life abuse occurs, the longer the healing process takes. Shame, for CSA survivors, is exceptionally stubborn because it is cultivated while the personality is still forming. However, God’s Word is powerful, and I believe that, in addition to trauma-informed counseling, the most traumatized of us can find a path to healing as we meditate on and internalize Scriptural truths.

UPDATED LANGUAGE




The current plethora of information on abuse caused me to feel the need to update some of the language in the book and workbook. First, I have removed any references to the “cycle of abuse” because experts now regard it as an out-of-date theory that is not representative of most cases of domestic abuse. In addition, feedback from support group participants over the past eight years has helped me see just how rampant spiritual abuse is in our churches. Although my husband used Scripture against me when I was in abuse, it was mild compared to the experiences so many other survivors have had. While I cannot predict all the possible Scriptures that have been used as weapons against survivors, I have reworded biblical concepts that have been used to oppress, particularly language that has been twisted to blame victims for the abuse they endured. 

When I originally wrote the books, I made a few references to narcissism because people were starting to describe abusive behavior as narcissistic. In my mind, that simply meant self-centered behavior, but as the social media voices increased, I realized these people were talking about a psychological diagnosis rather than an attitude or belief system. The “narcissistic abuse” pundits usually attribute abusers’ behavior to a clinical label rather than an individual choice, which removes personal responsibility. Experts in the field of domestic abuse and coercive control have come to recognize that this sort of abuse is not related to any specific diagnosis, but rather to individual choices that flow out of a warped belief system. People abuse because they see themselves as entitled, not because they have a personality disorder or a psychological diagnosis. 

Reducing abusive behavior to a diagnostic label can be dangerous to victims as they blame their abusers’ behavior on a diagnosis, which can blind them to potential lethality. I once heard a licensed therapist, and proponent of the narcissistic abuse paradigm, say that there were only two types of narcissistic abusers—the dangerous kind and the safe kind. These comments were the exact opposite of what experts on domestic abuse and coercive control teach. Numerous works in the field have given detailed descriptions of a multitude of abuser types,2 and we are fully aware that nearly all of them can become deadly. Many, if not most, domestic violence related homicides happen after years of coercive control tactics, described on the Power and Control Wheel, that did not include physical assault of any kind. Through my ministry with victims, I have personally come to know many survivors of DA related attempted homicide, as well as family members of those who have been murdered. In the vast majority of cases, the victims never experienced physical harm at the hands of their abusers before they resorted to murderous actions. 

Another problem with the clinical model is that it suggests that it is impossible for abusive men to change because of their diagnosis, rather than because of their beliefs and choices. While I recognize that it is rare for men who use power and control in their relationships to change, I have seen it happen more and more over my years of doing this work. I will never deny the power of the Gospel to redeem and restore those who yield to Him. I believe that saying that it is impossible because of a diagnostic label denies the power of the Gospel.3

Scripture tells us that as a man “thinks in his heart, so is he” (Proverbs 23:7), and nothing could be more accurate when it comes to coercive control. There are people with many mental health diagnoses, including narcissistic personality disorder, who don’t abuse their spouses, and research has shown that even in physically violent abusers the rate of mental illness is not high. Certainly, these issues can contribute to issues of power and control, but they do not cause them. The bottom line is that we must avoid models attributing coercive control to anything other than a warped belief system and selfish choices. Abusive behavior is not caused by mental illness, substance abuse, past trauma, anger, low self-esteem, or any of the other familiar excuses we hear, and those who promote teaching to encourage this sort of thinking simply perpetuate a host of myths surrounding the issue. 

ADDRESSING RECENT ISSUES

VICTIM RELATED ISSUES

Since the “MeToo Movement,” we now have an abundance of information on the dynamics, but it’s become clear to me that while understanding the dynamics is incredibly validating for survivors of abuse, understanding alone does not lead to healing. In some cases, it merely leads to better-educated, yet very often angry, victims. There is no doubt that, for centuries, victims of DA and coercive control have been blamed for the abuse they endured, and in many twenty-first-century churches, they have been disciplined for leaving abusive situations. I have personally walked alongside hundreds of victims who experienced this, watched how it impacted their faith, and grieved as I’ve watched many of them leave the church altogether.

In recent years, we have seen extreme backlash against this sort of victim-blaming. Unfortunately, this backlash has progressed to the point that challenging victims to take responsibility for their healing is considered victim blaming. While it is never helpful to focus on the mistakes of those who have endured condemnation and abuse, there comes a point in the recovery process in which victims must become willing to honestly examine themselves if they want to move forward and truly heal. I constantly point survivors coming out of abuse to God’s unconditional love, which is almost always obscured by abuse, and to the fact that He does not condemn them. Yet, we also know that His kindness leads us to repentance (Romans 2:4). At some point, we must be willing to allow the Holy Spirit to do His work in our lives by being open to His conviction. Those who teach otherwise do it under the guise of love but are not loving well at all. Instead, they create an enormous barrier to healing.

MINISTRY RELATED ISSUES

The good news about the latest wealth of knowledge is that victims of abuse can more easily identify what is happening to them. The bad news is that there are extreme views among the multitudes speaking out—from clearly angry advocates to ministry leaders who still choose to elevate marriages over the welfare of the oppressed. As a result, many who claim expertise on DA these days either leave victims stuck in their anger or heap greater condemnation on them. I pray that as time passes, we will see things balance out, but for now, I am grateful that we are hearing more genuinely helpful ministry voices. In the meantime, both abuse survivors and people helpers need to exercise discernment in choosing resources that are both biblically sound and trauma informed. As a biblical counselor, I have been pleased to find so many of my colleagues becoming educated and responding well to abuse-related issues. I have been honored to work with many who have developed expertise in the area and have cited many of their works in the CTP books. 

When I first entered this work in 1997, I never could have imagined the abundance of biblically based information on domestic abuse that we are seeing today. Up until the past 5-6 years, those of us in the evangelical community had to utilize secular research and observation because there were few other resources available. In my own story, a secular observation tool, The Power and Control Wheel, finally showed me the truth of what I was experiencing and very likely saved my life. While I differ from the worldview of those who complied these observations, I cannot deny the accuracy of this tool. It was based on the experiences of over 200 victims of abuse, and it has proven true for the thousands of women I have worked with over the years. Of course, I could take the observations from the Wheel and reword it into a purely biblical framework, but I think it is important to honor the experiences of the women whose life experiences gave us the information in the first place.

To address the problem of coercive control well, listening to the experiences of those who can speak to the realities of it firsthand is crucial. While we believe Scripture is sufficient to speak to the problems of this life, there is no definitive case of domestic abuse in the Bible. Perhaps we could speculate that Abigail’s husband Nabal was abusive, but there is no clear evidence of that. That being the case, it stands to reason that we must rely on observation to be able to define issues related to domestic abuse and coercive control. Obviously, those of us who base our lives on the ultimate truth of Scripture need to examine the conclusions of those observations in the light of biblical truth, but I believe that all truth is God’s truth. Scripture itself points to observation as a valid way to discern truth (Job 12:7-8, Romans 1:20, Proverbs 6:6, Psalms 8:3, 42:20, Jeremiah 5:1). The bottom line is that to respond well to those suffering under the weight of marital oppression—that God abhors—we must listen to those who have experienced it and avail ourselves to knowledge of its dynamics and impacts, including research and observation. The discerning heart seeks knowledge (Proverbs 15:14b). 

CHURCH RELATED ISSUES

When the Called to Peace books were written, abuse was not really an issue that was on the church’s radar. In 2022, the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) came under fire for mishandling or ignoring over 700 reports of sexual abuse perpetrated by pastors and other church-affiliated personnel within their churches. As I read the corresponding report from the SBC, I felt as though I was reliving a multitude of advocacy and counseling experiences I’d had with hundreds of Southern Baptist victims of domestic abuse. The responses they got from their churches closely mirrored what I was reading in the report. However, this issue is not unique to the SBC. For decades, I’ve watched church leaders from many denominations downplay and deny the reality of what was happening in their congregations. I was perplexed and upset at how the church was missing it until one day, as I was doing training at a church, I realized that as a victim, I missed it myself! I had been with my husband for over two decades before I finally recognized what I was experiencing was abuse and not just a marriage problem. How could I expect churches to see it more clearly than I did?

The good news is that the tide of abuse reports in the church has finally put abuse, particularly sexual abuse, on the church’s radar, and many are learning how to recognize it and respond well. Coercive control is counterintuitive. Abusers often seem rational and charming, while traumatized victims can seem emotional and unstable. These dynamics make it particularly difficult for ministry leaders, who may only see an abuser a few times a week, to recognize what is truly going on behind closed doors. In addition, when there is an initial disclosure of problems in the home, most pastors and counselors tend to assume the issues presented indicate a marriage problem. In my experience, this is the number one mistake ministry leaders make. Once the problem is identified as a marital issue and joint counseling begins, things usually get much worse for the victim, as abusers tend to weaponize any counsel she’s given.

Unfortunately, many of the women I have worked with have seen the church’s past mishandling of abuse as a reason to give up on the church altogether. Yet, in recent years, I have been encouraged to see more churches seeking to understand and respond well to abuse. There are many biblically based resources available to help church leaders become more proficient on the issue of domestic abuse. Many of those resources are listed in Appendix G at the back of the workbook. In addition, our church partnership team at CTPM provides training, helpful resources, and mentoring to churches. This team includes staff pastors from CTPM and dozens of volunteers—pastors, counselors, and ministry leaders—who offer one-on-one consults to churches dealing with cases of coercive control in their congregations. 

If your church or ministry is interested in learning more, please visit our website, www.calledtopeace.com, to request a consult with one of our church partnership liaisons. I am so grateful that God is shining a light on this critical issue so near to His heart. I pray that as you read this book, He will illuminate your heart to understand His great care for the oppressed and stir your spirit to help make a difference in the fight against domestic abuse. 
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Foreword by Chris Moles

Friends, I first wrote the following words in 2017, and since that time, we have witnessed tremendous growth in our work. Far more helpers have been welcomed in and engaged through partnerships and training opportunities such as weekend seminars and protect the flock trainings. Hundreds of survivors and helpers have attended the annual Called to Peace Ministries retreats and PeaceWorks Live conferences. Hundreds of men have received non-violence education through Men of Peace and G5. Thousands of hours have been spent mobilizing responses for victims and survivors, and the list goes on. I could celebrate this edition of Called to Peace with stories regarding the tremendous growth we have seen and while that could be justified, I believe we are well served by the original forward from 2017. You see, even though our movement has grown, there remains a great deal of work to do, and while we are a little larger, when compared to the gravity of the work, we long for more to lock arms with us. So, please view these paragraphs as an invitation and perhaps this book as your first or next step in the work to see the Church and the Christian home become the safest places on our planet.  (12/2024)




I belong to a small tribe, at least at the time of this writing it is small. We have hope that more will join the cause. When it comes Christians who are engaged in the work of domestic violence prevention and intervention there is a small but growing number of us. So, as I became more committed to writing and speaking on the topic of domestic violence from a pastoral perspective it wasn’t long before others in the movement began to reach out to me.  Among the most memorable was Joy Forrest. A survivor herself she passionately advocates for others through a growing local ministry to victims and families. In addition to the common aspects of our work, Joy and I also hold similar graduate degrees in Biblical Counseling which means we shared something far more significant, a love for and commitment to the Sufficiency of Scripture.  So, when she asked me to read Called to Peace I knew I was not only going to interact with her story and her knowledge, but the life changing truth of the Scripture. 

Called to Peace is a story, but so much more. This book will illustrate to you how faith, family, and fear shaped the experiences of one victim of domestic violence. You will learn many of the tactics commonly used by abusers as you meet Doug, a charming and seemingly caring partner who at first uses subtlety to groom his victim which over time morphed into overt acts of coercive control. You will also gain tremendous insight into the life of a victim. Expect to see beyond just the incidents of abuse as Joy recounts the confusion, longings, and attempts to “fix” the problems in her relationship.  The most pressing lesson from Joy’s story, in my opinion, is that God cared for Joy and in fact He cares for all victims. He cares far more about the hurting, the oppressed, and the battered than our, sometimes misdirected, adherence to principles of headship, submission, and suffering. Joy’s story is the story of a survivor of domestic violence, but it is also the story of God’s faithfulness along the power and sufficiency of His word. 

If you are a victim, please find hope in these pages. While your story will not be the same as Joy’s story, the God of this story is unchanging. Yes, find comfort in knowing you are not alone, but embrace the hope of the gospel that you are loved, and pursued by a savior who has conquered evil. 

If you are a people helper, please find insight into the families you will soon interact with. Perhaps some of the clients, counselees, and neighbors you interact with are experiencing the weight of domestic abuse. Glean what you can from this work as you pursue peace in your context. 

If you are a pastor, prepare to be challenged. We are often the first place women go for help, but tend to be found the least helpful. Joy’s words may sting, or challenge your assumptions. Please, as a fellow pastor read this work with an open heart and an open Bible, you may be surprised with what you find.  

Called to Peace is a textbook. Throughout the book you will interact with truth regarding the nature of domestic abuse, but sections of the book will introduce you to concepts, terminology, and strategies for addressing the abuse in your life. If the story brings the realities of abuse to life, the teaching portions bring a practicality that is necessary to respond whether you are a victim or a helper. 

Called to Peace a treasure. As Joy described the moment she said goodbye to her earthly treasures I was reminded of Joseph’s words in Genesis 50:20, “What you meant for evil, God used for good.” I wish this story was not true, but I am glad to say that we have it. God has taken a truly evil account and redeemed it for good. My prayer is that you will hear God’s ‘call to peace’ through this work and who knows, maybe our little tribe will welcome one more to the cause.

Peace,

Rev. Chris Moles

2017

Author of The Heart of Domestic Abuse: Gospel Solutions for Men Who Use Control and Violence in the Home, and editor of Caring for Families Caught in Domestic Abuse.


Preface

This book contains my own experiences with domestic violence, as well as stories from many precious survivors I have met over the years. In these accounts, names and identities have been changed except those of my children and the wonderful helpers God sent along the way. Without them, I am not sure we would have made it out, and I am forever grateful for their help.

Please note that my intention in writing this book is to help people better understand the dynamics of domestic violence, not to bash my ex-husband. These experienced happened over twenty-five years ago, and my children tell me he is different these days. The point of telling this story is to show how abuse progresses over time, and that God can and will redeem any situation. Also, it is not my intent to criticize pastors or counselors whose counsel I share in the book. I fully understand how easy it is to be fooled by these situations, and one goal of the book is to show how tricky dealing with domestic violence can be, especially for those without specialized training.

As you read, you will notice that I refer to victims and survivors as females and to perpetrators as males. Part of the reason for this is that my own experience has been almost exclusively with female victims. This is not to deny female against male abuse. However, when it comes to physical domestic violence and injuries reported, statistics reveal that nearly 90 percent of perpetrators are male. In addition, impacts on female victims tend to be more severe, especially when it comes to financial stability and post-traumatic-stress symptoms. Furthermore, when it comes to counseling within the church, gender is an important topic because so many abusers use Scripture as a tool to dominate their wives. In my case, misunderstanding Scripture kept me in a dangerous place for far too long, and I have seen many other women with the same struggle. This book is written primarily for women of faith who need to see God’s heart for the oppressed and for those who desire to help them. For the sake of simplicity, and to focus on my intended audience, I will use male pronouns to refer to offenders and female pronouns to refer to victims/survivors

I think it is important to note that while my healing came primarily through meditating on Scripture and prayer, there were very few domestic abuse, trauma-informed resources available to me in the mid 1990’s. By the time I separated from my ex-husband the final time, I had been a Christian for over twenty years and knew how to genuinely study and apply Scripture to my life. Still, it was an arduous path. My progress was slow and filled with dangerous mistakes, because of the lack of knowledge I faced. Women in these situations need wise, trauma/domestic abuse-informed helpers to help them navigate the multiple barriers and struggles they face. 

Two words of caution should apply when it comes to seeking counsel. First, it is crucial to find helpers with specific training in the dynamics of domestic abuse. People perish for lack of knowledge (Hosea 4:6). This is particularly true for an issue as complex as domestic abuse. Second, seek helpers who can encourage you with God’s truth as revealed in Scripture. My father was a Freudian psychologist, and his approach to help left me filled with despair. There are many voices proclaiming expertise in abuse these days, but many do not acknowledge truths that both Scripture, and now neuroscience research, acknowledge— that God created us with an ability to heal. I often tell folks that God brought me through a supernatural process that some therapists have labeled cognitive behavioral therapy as He taught me to “take every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.” The basic premise (2 Corinthians 10:5). Living through abuse warps our thinking, so methods that focus on renewing our minds are most effective. Meditation on His Word is a powerful path to recovery after trauma.

Finally, I think I should mention that this book contains accounts of experiences that could be triggers for those struggling with PTSD. I considered leaving some of these stories out, but in the end, I felt it was important to share them to give readers— especially those unfamiliar with the dynamics of abuse—a more accurate picture of the malicious nature of domestic violence. Being able to see the truth clearly, even when it’s ugly, is essential. While I know how unpleasant triggers can be, I don’t believe avoiding them indefinitely is the solution. In our support groups, we teach our ladies to use triggers as opportunities to overcome faulty thinking patterns they have taken on as a result of abuse.

Typically, behind fear and panic, we find untrue beliefs heightening the problem. Identifying deceptive thoughts and replacing them with truth is crucial to moving forward. However, this does not usually happen overnight, but slowly as God gives grace. His way of transforming our minds is through a process (Romans 12:2). So, if you find yourself overwhelmed by emotion while reading, take frequent breaks. Choose to apply truth to the negative thoughts and beliefs that consume you and continue to read gradually. In counseling, I often ask counselees to identify and write down the thoughts accompanying their intense emotions and then examine them in the light of Scripture. If it’s an irrational fear, apply a Scripture that counters it. Say it out loud and repeat it often as the thought surfaces. Then claim His promises. There is a Scripture Database at the end of the book with numerous passages that were helpful to me as I was coming out of abuse. They can help you get started. Another powerful solution for overcoming fear is worship. When I was coming out of abuse I kept praise and worship music playing continually. I sang out loud when I felt especially overwhelmed. There is nothing more powerful than making Him bigger than your problems. Give Him your fears and your heart. He is entirely trustworthy and able to move you from victim to victor.


Introduction 

My pastor looked at me apologetically as he handed me the business card for a local divorce attorney. His explanation caused an explosion of despair and anger in my heart. “I’m sorry, but I think this is your only option. I’ve tried everything I know, but things only seem to be getting worse.”

I could not believe this man I’d reached out to for help was giving up and, even worse, was encouraging me to do the same! All I could think was, “Doesn’t he know that God hates divorce and that nothing is impossible for God? How can he just wash his hands of the situation and give me a worldly solution?” I was too shocked to respond, but I decided then and there that I would seek help elsewhere. Over the months that followed, I exhausted every resource I could find, but the violence only grew deadlier. Ultimately, I came to the same sad conclusion as my pastor.

After finally leaving my abusive marriage, I began to realize how warped my thinking had become. Over time, I had become so rigid in my beliefs that my view of God actually worked against me. Although I never would have voiced it, as a conservative Christian, deep down, I had come to believe that God cared more about my marriage than my life. My own faulty thinking was constantly reinforced by my husband, who often quoted Scripture to remind me he was the head of our house. Looking back at myself during that time, I’m almost embarrassed to share this story. Those who have never lived with abuse will probably read this and shake their heads at the absurdity of my decisions. However, in the twenty-seven years that I have been out of abuse, I have worked with multitudes of domestic violence survivors and have found that most of them have struggled with the same sort of thinking. For me, the healing process required a complete overhaul in my thinking, and the same is true for nearly everyone coming out of abuse.

If you are currently in or have been in an abusive relationship, this book is especially for you. It is also for anyone who wants to help and support you. There are numerous resources for those who want to learn more about the dynamics of domestic abuse and how to get safe and respond wisely to abusive people.4 

However, my goal with this book is not to address those issues. Neither is it my intention to debate whether abusive relationships can be saved.5 My prayer is that this book will help you heal spiritually and emotionally, and help you see that God’s heart is for you—regardless of what people tell you. His heart is always for the oppressed, and He holds the keys to your healing. Our Redeemer can turn your ashes into beauty. He loves you with an everlasting love and calls you from violence to peace.
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My companion attacks his friend; he violates his covenant.

His talk is smooth as butter, yet war is in his heart;

his words are more soothing than oil, yet they are drawn swords.

Cast your cares on the LORD and He will sustain you;

He will never let the righteous be shaken.

~ Psalm 55:20–22





CHAPTER 1

A Fragile Foundation

Unless the Lord builds the house, the builders labor in vain.

~ Psalm 127:1a




I did not grow up with abuse. As a matter of fact, in my family, I never heard harsh words or raised voices. In my early years, my father was a pastor. His theological training led him to question the authority of Scripture and suggested that God was uninvolved in the affairs of humanity. Like most children, I admired my dad and naturally absorbed his beliefs. His teachings led me to believe Jesus’s sole purpose on earth was to challenge injustice, while His redemptive work on the cross was never explained to me. I very much appreciate the brave stand my parents took against racism in a small Southern town in the 1960s. My dad eventually preached a sermon in favor of civil rights one Sunday and, almost immediately, the backlash began. Within days, Klansmen in our congregation had burned a cross in the churchyard leaving Daddy with little choice but to resign.

After leaving the ministry, Daddy went into psychology, but his change in vocation was more like a change in religion as he traded postmodern theology for the futility of Freudian psychology. As soon as he helped us find a church, he stopped attending. In the meantime, we were introduced to a new concept—the family meeting. Daddy would bring up a problem issue and then encourage us to express our feelings on the subject. The whole point seemed to be emotional venting rather than finding solutions. It never made much sense to me and never appeared to accomplish anything. As I visited my father at work, I learned that our family meetings mirrored group therapy. I guess those meetings were his attempts to help his family; however, they simply deepened my already growing sense of despair.

Both ideologies I had learned from my father rejected absolute truth, and I became an extremely confused and empty teenager. I was angry about the way the church had treated my dad, so Christianity wasn’t an option for me. Eventually, I became a hippie and began to search elsewhere for answers, studying everything from Buddhism to New Age. I even ended up practicing witchcraft and the occult. As I began to spin out of control, my parents’ marriage began to teeter on the verge of collapse. I chose to escape the unspoken strain by running away from home a few months before my 15th birthday. 

My dad stopped everything to find his runaway daughter. When he found me two weeks later, I was numb from drugs and angry that I had to return home. I certainly didn’t care about the pain I had caused my parents. However, my drastic action caused an equally drastic reaction on their part. I was reeled in and introduced to discipline unlike any I had ever known. I was grounded and only allowed to go to school and church. Within a few months, I went off to summer camp. The pastor of our church gave me a copy of the New Testament. Although I believed that Jesus was divine and good, I had never really understood that the God of the universe wanted to have a personal relationship with me. My sinful path had left me empty and miserable, but by the end of that week at summer camp, I had surrendered my life to Jesus. The change was dramatic. I was a new person, and the emptiness was gone.

Regardless of the obvious change in my life, my parents continued to grow apart. My mother eventually returned to the faith of her youth, but Daddy held on to his faith in empty philosophies. One day during my junior year of high school, he called a family meeting and politely announced his intention to leave our family. My mother and younger sister remained calm, but I was devastated. And even though he assured us that we would see him regularly, his visits became increasingly sporadic. By the time I reached my sophomore year in college, I had not seen or heard from my father in over a year. The father I had so deeply admired as a child seemed to have rejected me completely.6 I found comfort from my Heavenly Father, but still, my parents’ divorce profoundly affected me.


CHAPTER 2

Becoming a Victim

Do not make friends with a hot-tempered person, do not associate with one easily angered, or you may learn their ways and get yourself ensnared. 

~ Proverbs 22:24–25




During my tumultuous high school years, I met a young man three years my senior. He was handsome and charming. Frankly, I was surprised that he even took an interest in me. Even more amazing was that he seemed to care about every little detail of my life. He called me often and usually knew where I was and what I was doing at any given time of day. I thought, indeed, this kind of attention represented real love. As a middle child in a family of four children, I was unaccustomed to being the object of so much attention and found it extremely flattering.

One day, after a few months of dating “Doug,” he began asking questions about my past. He did not like my answers about prior boyfriends and blew up at me with a fury, unlike anything I had ever experienced. We were driving at the time, so he slammed on the brakes and ordered me out of the car nearly five miles from my home. I quickly obeyed his command, and he drove off. He soon returned, ordered me back into the car, and drove me home without a word. The whole incident was quite confusing, and I couldn’t figure out why he had become so angry. However, I assumed I must have deserved it. 

He did not call for several days, but when he finally did, he apologized, explained how I had hurt him, and said that he just couldn’t handle it. He seemed so sincere that I felt truly sorry for him and was sorry I had caused him such trauma. So ended lesson number one in a relationship that eventually distorted my thinking and nearly cost me my life. While nothing I did could affect the father who raised me, everything I did affected Doug. I became even more convinced that he must really love me because I had the power to hurt and upset him so deeply. I also began to believe that he could not help himself when he blew up. I felt sorry for him because he’d had such a hard life. It seemed he had always been the victim somewhere. I thought that if I left him, he might completely fall apart. I did leave once, but he suddenly converted to Jesus and changed his behavior for a while, so I stayed.

Doug and I dated for eight years before we got married. During that time, I got used to the ups and downs. We had some wonderful times, but I never knew when something minor might set him off. He either treated me like a princess or like a slave. Just when I would begin to get fed up enough to leave, the sweet temperament I had fallen in love with would return. Over the years, I learned to “tiptoe” to avoid his explosions. Yet there were times when they blindsided me. I couldn’t always predict what might set him off. It could be as simple as a lost item or my choice of clothing, but it could also be related to his erroneous interpretation of my thoughts or motives.

One day, we were enjoying a pleasant meal when suddenly, Doug’s demeanor changed. I could tell he was angry but couldn’t figure out why for the life of me. After we left the restaurant, I asked him what was wrong. He just glared at me, inferring that I must know the reason. I knew I had done nothing wrong, so I continued to press until he finally told me what was bothering him. It seems he thought I was staring at a man across the restaurant, although I had never noticed the man he described. Throughout our eight years of dating, there were numerous situations of extreme jealousy. Even though our relationship was emotionally painful at times, I told myself that leaving meant I would be wasting all the years I’d been with him, and I also knew that God could make it work. Besides, Doug had never physically harmed me. He had seen his father abuse his mother and had hated it with a passion, so I figured I would never have to worry about that.

The bottom line was that I made excuse after excuse to justify staying in a relationship that I intrinsically knew was not honoring to God. The worst part was that Doug became the center of my universe, and God took second place in my life. As a result, the focus of my life was trying to please a man who constantly changed his demands. Regardless of my spiritual compromise, I prayed for the Lord to bless our relationship and believed He would certainly answer my prayers. After all, we both claimed His name. During a period of backsliding and severe depression on my part, Doug and I married. I attempted to return to God and asked Him to bless our marriage, but I had no peace about it.


CHAPTER 3

Perishing

Be gracious to me O God, for man tramples on me; all day long an attacker oppresses me…

~ Psalm 56:1 (ESV)


There was never a honeymoon stage in our marriage. Within a month of the wedding, Doug’s behavior became increasingly unbearable. One weekend, my brother came to visit us. He went to bed, leaving his socks on the floor and an apple core on the table. I had gone to bed earlier, but Doug was still awake. Around 3:00 a.m., he entered our bedroom, turned on the overhead lights, and yanked the covers off of me. He got right in my face and angrily hissed, “Get in there and clean up your brother’s mess!” I was hardly coherent but was utterly stunned that something so minor would upset him this much. While I had already learned to be careful about what I said and did around Doug, this experience added a whole new dimension of fear for me. The anger I saw in his eyes that night seemed dangerous, and I felt that if I didn’t obey him, he would have physically hurt me.

Doug had graduated from college a month before our wedding but hadn’t been able to find a steady job during the first two years of our marriage. Somewhere along the line, he’d read a book by a famous faith teacher that gave him the impression that God was bound to answer any of his prayers if he claimed the answers by faith. Doug thought he could believe himself into any job he wanted and refused to take anything less than the best. When he was still unemployed a month later, he began to blame God, and his temper seemed to worsen daily. Shortly afterward, we both were accepted into master’s degree programs at a nearby university, and his anger subsided briefly. However, by the end of the first semester, he mentioned he was having some problems in his program. When I prompted him further, he said he had simply had a personality conflict with the program director. As a result, Doug ended up leaving school. On the other hand, I took quite well to my program and remained in it. Unfortunately, Doug was upset with my success.

As Doug’s problems in school increased, so did his rage at home. The verbal abuse was horrendous. I had never heard such language and had never felt so hated. There were times when he would scream at me into the early hours of the morning, refusing to let me sleep or study. He belittled me, called me names, and implied that I was stupid and worthless. He often blocked the door to our room and held me hostage as the verbal assaults continued. During these rampages, he often threw things, punched the walls, and destroyed my property. Although he had never actually hit me, I truly feared for my safety. Even though I’d tried everything to encourage him and let him know I wanted only the best for him, Doug saw all of his problems as my fault. His perspective on life was warped, and he did not trust anyone, especially not me. It seemed he couldn’t believe that anyone could love him unconditionally. No matter what I did or said, he judged my motives as evil. In my heart, hopelessness and despair began to set in and, deep inside, I found myself disappointed with God. Although I had never prayed for His will before entering marriage, I expected Him to make it work. Surely, I thought, He would be bound to bless the covenant we made before Him and work out all the kinks. Contrary to my expectations, and despite of my prayers, the problems only amplified as time passed.

Over time, I began to dread leaving my friends at school and entering my dreary, lifeless home. I was free to be myself at school, but at home, I could show no joy. Doug’s misery was thrown in my face anytime I showed any happiness.  How dare I be happy when he was so miserable? Every conversation was focused on him, and I did my best to encourage him. However, Doug said I had no right to try to cheer him up since I had no idea what his life was like. Most attempts to support him ended with him calling me a naïve idiot. He criticized me so much that I was convinced he couldn
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