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Witnessing Against Abuse
From Priscilla Papers 11/1 (Winter 1997) 32–33

Catherine Clark Kroeger

Editor’s Note, by Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, 1997: � e newly 
formed Advisory Council on Violence Against Women, co-chaired 
by Attorney General Janet Reno and Secretary of Health and 
Human Services, Donna Shalala, is seeking to maximize the impact 
of the Violence Against Women Act by recruiting the collaboration 
of national leaders from law enforcement, the media, colleges and 
universities, sports, health care, primary and secondary education, 
the corporate workplace and also from religion. On October 11, 
1996, leaders from many faiths and religious groups gathered in 
Washington DC at an interfaith breakfast, with President Clinton 
as honorary chairperson of the event. � e Attorney General gave 
the key-note address, and leaders of various faith communities 
were asked to respond brie� y. Speaking for evangelicals, Catherine 
Kroeger made the following remarks.

God said to Cain, “� e blood of your brother Abel cries to me 
from the ground.” What of the blood of thousands of our sisters? 
Does not that blood too cry out to God and to our consciences?

Although we evangelicals are a diverse group, one of our 
common distinctives is a commitment 
to the authority and inspiration of 
Scripture. We believe that the Hebrew 
Bible and the New Testament are 
the inspired Word of God, our only 
infallible guide in matters of faith and 
practice. � e Bible condemns violence 
scores of times, as well as stalking, lying in wait, word-twisting, 
threatening, and other forms of abuse. � e Scriptures are quite 
explicit that the duty of the righteous is to deliver the oppressed 
from the hand of the violent.

Yet how o� en we hear of desperate women who go to the 
church for help, and then are sent home to highly dangerous 
situations along with the instruction to “Be more submissive and 
the problem will take care of itself.” � is is not the calling of a 
church or of an individual believer. � e Bible says: “Do justice 
and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor 
the one who has been violated. . . . Is not this to know me?” says 
the Lord (Jer 22:3, 16).

Sometimes we have endorsed a theology that made our 
ultimate priority the preservation of a certain power structure 
within the family—even at the price of human life. Jesus indicated 
that other priorities were higher (Matt 10:35–37; Luke 12:53) and 
Jesus once asked: “Is it lawful to do good or to do harm, to save 
life or to kill?” (Mark 3:4).

Our � rst obligation to a battered woman is not to o� er bad 
advice but to o� er assistance in � nding safety for her and her 
children. � is may well include transportation, lodging, and 
allocation of appropriate resources. Certainly it will include 
prayer, counseling, and a network of emotional support. She 

should be allowed, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to 
come to her own decision about how to proceed without being 
subject to pressure or opprobrium.

� e Apostle Paul wrote that the Christian community should 
take decisive action when a domestic o� ense becomes known in 
its midst, and that there is to be zero tolerance for abuse.1

And what of the o� ender, o� en more persuasive than his 
victim and all too o� en a person of in� uence in the congregation? 
Such people may be mentored, monitored and ministered to, but 
must not gain our sympathy or support. � ey must be made to 
face the consequences of their own behavior. Twice in the New 
Testament, batterers are speci� cally disquali� ed from church 
leadership.2 And the prophet Isaiah declared: “You cannot strike 
one another with wicked � sts and expect your prayers to be 
heard on high” (Is 58:4).

Some folk have received the mistaken impression that a 
man has a God-given right to handle in his own way whatever 
goes on in his own household. Notably, however, our pilgrim 
forefathers were very stern in their handling of domestic abuse. 

� ey viewed abuse as a community 
concern that must be addressed and 
� rmly corrected. � e pilgrims were 
indeed committed to the precepts 
of the Scriptures, but they insisted 
that the Bible must be read in the 
light of human reason and serious 

scholarship.3 We can do no less today.
� ese Scriptures were written long ago, and they must be 

studied diligently. We must ask: What does the text say in the 
original language? What did the text mean to the people to 
whom it was � rst directed? And � nally, how should it be applied 
to us in today’s world?

One concept that needs to be addressed is the metaphor of 
the “head” as it is used in the New Testament, where the wife 
is bidden to submit to the husband, who is called her “head.” A 
misconception at this point can readily become a breeding ground 
for abuse. � e ancients made many interesting observations about 
the signi� cance and function of the head within the body, but 
the notion of dominance was not among them. More frequently 
the understanding is one of communication, interconnection 
and involvement with other parts of the body.

We should next consider the meaning of the Greek word 
translated as “submit” in passages about women. It most de� nitely 
does not indicate that women should become door mats. It can 
indeed mean to obey or yield to the wishes of another, but it can 
also mean to adhere to, associate with, identify with, be loyal to, 
behave responsibly toward someone, or relate in such a way as to 
make meaning. Such concepts are needed in building healthy, 
non-violent marriages embodying love, respect and honor.

The Bible was never intended as a 
weapon of oppression. It is instead an 
instrument of liberation, reconciliation 
and healing.
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�e Bible reveals women as created in God’s image equally 
with man, equally gi�ed and endowed, of equal worth. We 
must meet the needs of both men and women �rmly, creatively 
and constructively. �e Bible was never intended as a weapon 
of oppression. It is instead an instrument of liberation, 
reconciliation and healing.

Editor’s Note, February 2023: �is article, by CBE’s founding 
president Catherine “Cathie” Clark Kroeger, �rst appeared in 
Priscilla Papers early in 1997 (11/1 [Winter 1997] 32–33). (Her 
cofounders were Alvera Mickelsen and Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, 
who was the �rst editor of Priscilla Papers.) I encourage you to 
read, not only this powerful and still-timely article, but also 
the Summer 2011 issue of Priscilla Papers, which was a tribute 
to Kroeger’s life and ministry. �at issue included an article on 
her commitment to combatting abuse (Nancy Nason-Clark, 
“Tribute to Dr. Catherine Clark Kroeger: Her Life and Legacy 
on Issues of Abuse,” 25/3 [Summer 2011] 13–17). It also includes 
a tribute by Priscilla Papers editor Bill Spencer, which includes 
such descriptions as, "one of the most amazing people I have ever 

met," "a globally renowned statesperson who made things happen," 
"enriching every life she touched," "alive to countless areas of 
need," " formidable knowledge of Greek," and also mentions her 
classic book I Su�er Not a Woman as well as an organization she 
founded, "Peace and Safety in the Christian Home." Catherine 
wrote many articles for Priscilla Papers, including two that she co-
authored with her husband, Richard (All Priscilla Papers articles 
are freely available online.)

Notes
1. Editor’s note, 2023: See, for example, 1 Cor 5:1–5, Gal 5:19–21, 

Eph 5:11–13.
2. Editor’s note, 2023: Kroeger translates plēktēs in 1 Tim 3:3 and 

Titus 1:7 as “batterer.” See Catherine Clark Kroeger and James R. Beck, 
eds., Women, Abuse, and the Bible: How Scripture Can Be Used to Hurt 
or Heal (Baker, 1996) 243.

3. Editor’s note, 2023: �is commitment is evidenced, for example, 
by their preference for the Geneva Bible, which “was furnished with 
a number of helps for the reader not previously available in English 
Bibles.” Bruce M. Metzger, “�e Geneva Bible of 1560,” �To 17/3 (Oct 
1960) 343.
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