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Domestic 
Isaiah 42:1-9; Ephesians 5:21-6:4; John 15:7-11 

 
In our reading from Ephesians Paul gets domestic, speaking into the intimate 

relationships of the family.  Sadly “a domestic” in our society has come to refer to a 
family violence or domestic abuse incident.  Further some believe biblical teaching 
such as that of Paul exacerbates the problem. 

Today I would like speak about why and how we as the Church and as a 
Church should be responding to domestic violence, using a motion passed at the 
recent Diocesan Synod to help shape our thinking on this difficult and painful topic 
and then briefly consider if our Ephesians reading is a help or a hindrance. 

(In approaching this difficult topic there may be some who need to speak to 
someone or be prayed with, there are people available.  We have also supplied 
contact details of various agencies who can help.) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the first comments that Australian of the Year, Rosie Batty made, 
following the death of her son Luke at the hands of his father, was this: “I want to tell 
everybody that family violence happens to everybody.  No matter how nice your 
house is, how intelligent you are.  It can happen to anyone, and everyone.”1  

Just as worrying as the widespread possibility of family violence is the 
widespread prevalence.  Tasmania Police Commissioner, Darren Hine, recently spoke 
of “horrific” levels of family violence in Tasmania.2 He also said “Police attend about 
50 family violence incidents every day across Tasmania. Some days a police officer 
will attend three separate family violence incidents in a shift.”3  These figures appear 
to be a 15% increase from those reported in 2012-13.4   

The Mercury last month reported that of the 1900 family violence incidents 
reported to the Tasmania Police, 203 involved drugs, 516 involved alcohol and 127 
involved weapons.5 

These figures are even more alarming as it is estimated that between 60-80% 
of incidents of domestic violence go unreported to the Police. 

Perhaps the most sobering statistic is that as of May 7, across Australia at least 
25 women, five men and four children have allegedly died this year due to domestic 
violence. At least two of the deceased women were pregnant at the time of their 
deaths.  There have been more deaths since then, including one woman shot on a 
main road in Tasmania. 

Given these statistics I believe that as followers of Christ we cannot remain 
silent or unmoved, we need to respond and take action. 
  

                                            
1  https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2014/october/1412085600/helen-garner/mother-courage 
2 http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-05-18/tasmania-police-called-to-50-domestic-violence-incidents-a-
week/6477492  
3 http://www.themercury.com.au/news/opinion/talking-point-when-a-home-is-far-from-sweet/story-
fnj4f64i-1227383188028  
4 Safe At Home Annual Report 2012-13, Interdepartmental report, Tasmanian Government  
5 Darren Hine, The Mercury, 11/6/2015, p13. 
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THE SYNOD MOTION 

1. The Synod deplores the horrific levels of family violence in the Tasmanian 
Community, 

As the Anglican Church in Tasmania we firstly need to recognise the enormity 
of this problem and deplore the horrific levels of family violence. 

We cannot simply think of these as “domestic issues”.  The violence may 
usually happen behind closed doors but these are community issues that need to be 
brought out into the open, be part of the public conversation and addressed. 

2. grieves with those who have suffered the pain and trauma of any form of 
domestic abuse, 

Secondly we need to grieve with and stand by all victims of domestic abuse.  
Domestic abuse is wider than violence, it can be physical, psychological, financial, 
sexual, spiritual, or through neglect.  Furthermore victims can be of any demographic, 
any age, any gender. 

However we need to recognise that this is a gender biased issue, 
predominantly it is women who are abused, both more frequently and more severely.  
Children in these relationships are also victims directly or indirectly.  Of the 1900 
reported incidents in Tasmania till the end of March children and teenagers were 
present at 1140 of them.6  Such experience of, or witnessing such abuse, can lead to 
low self esteem, anxiety and other behavioural problems. 

We also need to recognise that given the statistics it is very possible that there 
are some here for whom this is not simply a social problem but a personal one.  We 
grieve with you. 

Our view of God and in Jesus his identification with the persecuted and the 
victim means that we know he grieves and so we must grieve also.7 

3. recognises that such abuse occurs within the Christian community and the 
congregations of the Diocese of Tasmania, 

But we must do so not from a position of any superiority.  Whilst much more 
research could be done, studies in England have shown that the incidence of 
domestic violence within the church is at or about the same level as in wider society, 
and clergy and pastoral workers are not immune.8 

This terrible reality was made plain in a recent article in the Sydney Morning 
Herald.  A lady wrote “Ten years ago... my then husband was supposedly a Christian, 
a very pious, rather obsessive one.  He was a great amateur preacher, very 
encouraging to his friends and evangelistically inclined.  He led Bible studies.  He 
wanted to train for the ministry...  He just had one little problem.  He liked 
psychologically torturing me.  And dragging me by the hair around our apartment.  
And punching me – hard, whilst telling me how pathetic I was...”9 

I wish I could say that I had not seen evidence of such abuse but I have, and I 
suspect that many members of the clergy would echo the seriousness of this issue 
within the Church. 

There is a need for the church of God to grieve that such a distortion of the 
gospel occurs in our midst.  We need to recognise and confess that this denial of 
Christ occurs amongst our number. 

                                            
6 Darren Hine, The Mercury, 11/6/2015, p13. 
7 We as the Church need to work for victims and those who care for them. It was encouraging to see 
Church Together donate over $3000 to the work of the Hobart Women’s Shelter this year.  What else 
can we do? 
8 Responding to Domestic Abuse, Church House Publishing, 2006, p2 
9 “Isabella Young” (pseudonymous), http://www.smh.com.au/comment/smh-editorial/abuse-inside-
christian-marriages--a-personal-story-20150301-13rrvr.html 
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4. maintains that family violence is absolutely unacceptable in any 
circumstance,  

We also need to say in the strongest possible terms that family violence is 
absolutely unacceptable in any circumstance. 

We need to say this in a context where 1 in 4 young people don’t think it is 
serious if a guy who is normally gentle, sometimes slaps his girlfriend when he is 
drunk and they’re arguing.10 

There may be all manner of triggers and contexts, and the prevalence of 
alcohol and drugs in family violence matters is truly alarming.  Such issues need to be 
tackled. 

But violence is never the answer and the victim is never to blame. 
Sadly the Church has not always equivocally taken this stand, but we must 

now.  Just as statistically there are likely to be victims here today, it is possible that 
there are perpetrators: family violence is unacceptable in any circumstance. 

But for us all we need to model this, particularly to the men and boys of our 
community.  To quote our Police Commissioner “Our boys will model our behaviour 
and they need to see that there is never a situation where violence can be excused, 
condoned or accepted.”11   

5. commits the Diocese of Tasmania to work to changing community values 
from those which allow this abuse to occur to those which foster respectful and 
safe relationships. 

We must do more though than simply recognise the seriousness of the current 
situation, we need to commit ourselves to changing it.  The Governor, in her recent 
Webber Lecture, highlighted that this cannot be done by law reform but by societal 
change.12 

We therefore need wherever possible to be challenging attitudes which allow 
such abuse to occur, whether it occurs at work, on a night out, or in the Church.  

IS OUR TEACHING PART OF THE PROBLEM 

But here we return to the problem raised at the beginning, where some believe 
that it is the Church that needs to change its attitudes particularly about relations 
within marriage as seen in our Ephesians passage.  Many see this language of “being 
subject” or “submission” as encouraging abuse and ultimately violence. 

Certainly the 
passage can be misused 
and misunderstood, as the 
cartoon shows, with people 
misapplying the passage. 

There is much that 
can and perhaps should be 
said about this passage but 
in this context we can only 
note a few things which will 
challenge how the Church 
has behaved but also how 
we are to think. 
  

                                            
10 http://www.ourwatch.org.au/What-We-Do-(1)/The-Line  
11 http://www.themercury.com.au/news/opinion/talking-point-when-a-home-is-far-from-sweet/story-
fnj4f64i-1227383188028  
12 http://www.govhouse.tas.gov.au/sites/default/files/speeches/webber_lecture_-_20_may_15.pdf  
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Mutual Submission 
Firstly the context is that of mutual submission, “be subject to each other” he 

says in verse 21, we cannot read what Paul goes on to say without reading what in 
the Greek is the beginning of the sentence.  Paul then goes on to show what such 
mutual submission will look like for wives and husbands. 

Wives 
Paul does say that wives are to be subject to their husbands.  Whilst that 

seems a scary thing to say these days we need to be clear about the things he does 
not say. He does not say that wives are to obey their husbands; children are told to 
obey, wives are not.  Nor is this about males and females in general, it is about 
relationships within a marriage, wives are to submit to their own husbands.   

Finally wives are spoken to as free moral agents.  The husbands are not told to 
subjugate their wives rather that the wives are to choose under God to respond this 
way.  In Paul’s social context this was profoundly radical and liberating.  Sadly all too 
often the Church has not been as radical and liberating. 

Furthermore this self subjection of the wife is in the context of the behaviour of 
the husband.  The Message paraphrases these verses as: “Wives, understand and 
support your husbands in ways that show your support for Christ. The husband 
provides leadership to his wife the way Christ does to his church, not by domineering 
but by cherishing. So just as the church submits to Christ as he exercises such 
leadership, wives should likewise submit to their husbands.” 

Husbands 
Which leads us to how husbands are to submit; it is through loving their wives 

as Christ loved the Church.  Christ loved his wife so much that he died for it such is 
the depth of his love.  But in the context of domestic violence the particularly powerful 
part of this passage is that Jesus did this to present the church without blemish. 

Some of you may have seen the YouTube video of the lady who photographed 
herself every day for a year during which she experienced family violence.  It is 
harrowing viewing, as her face is marked by blemishes.  Such behaviour is completely 
incompatible with Christian teaching and the example of Christ.  Love, love like 
Christ’s cannot blemish physically, psychologically or spiritually, I cannot think of a 
more powerful statement against domestic violence – without blemish. 

For both the wife, and husband’s behaviour is to be dominated by the example 
of Christ, for this mutual self subjugating behaviour is done out of reverence for Christ 
and in imitation of Christ’s ways which both renounce violence and seek to build up 
and restore, ultimately imitating the God who calls us his dearly loved children. 

It is in Christ’s name that we not only should move motions in Synod and have 
our emotions moved in sermons but in reverence for Christ and only as we follow his 
example that we need to seek to not only expose the darkness but let his light shine in 
our lives, our families, in our Church and into the Community. 

A Prayer for those suffering abuse 
Loving God, 
whose Son was both victim and victor, 
we cry to you for those who suffer abuse, 
Be with them in confusion and pain. 
Heal the wounds of body and mind; 
break open the prisons of fear, self-doubt and despair; 
and strengthen them to face the future with faith, hope and courage. 
Enable us to listen, to believe and to love. 
Reach out to them with your love, 
that they may be made whole in body, mind and spirit, 
through the healing touch of the suffering Christ. Amen. 


