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According to MI5, the current threat level for international terrorism in the UK is 
SEVERE. Recent end of year news reviews has reminded us about devastating 
atrocities perpetrated on British soil and internationally by radical fanatics of 
various persuasions. While an increasing number of home-grown extremists has led 
the government to challenge local communities to root out potential terrorists 
among them, in the Seventh-day Adventist Church, we have our own terrorists to 
worry about. They don’t carry AK-47s or manufacture explosive devises, but they 
are terrorists nonetheless. They carry Bibles, communion plates, and offering 
baskets. They teach Sabbath School lessons, lead Pathfinder clubs and occupy 
pews. They may tick all the boxes as members in regular standing, but once they 
finish playing church, they go home, beat their wives and terrorise their children. 
 
Describing domestic abusers as terrorists is not simply hyperbole to grab attention. 
It is an accurate description of individuals whose relational dynamics directly 
parallel the coercive tactics of totalitarian regimes and organisations. Webster’s 
Dictionary defines terrorism as “the calculated use of violence (or threat of 
violence) against civilians in order to attain goals . . . through intimidation or 
coercion or instilling fear”. In her book, Trauma and Recovery, Dr Judith 
Herman clearly demonstrates the parallels between domestic abuse and political 
terror. She compares “the survivors of vast concentration camps created by tyrants 
who rule nations and the survivors of small, hidden concentration camps created 
by tyrants who rule their homes (p.3).” 
 
Leading campaigner against domestic abuse, Professor Evan Stark, describes 
abusers’ relationships with their spouses as ‘intimate terrorism’. He asserts that 
these relationships are less about “violent acts” and more about the “pattern of 
domination that includes tactics to isolate, degrade, exploit and control, as well as 
to frighten them or hurt them physically” (Re-presenting Battered Women: 
Coercive Control and the Defense of Liberty). While campaigns against domestic 
violence understandably focus on external wounds for shock effect, it is the non-
visible psychological and emotional wounds that cause the deepest hurt and the 
most long-lasting damage. When it comes to these wounds, it appears that the 
response of those in positions of authority is “out of sight, out of mind.” 
Consequently, we need to shine a spotlight on the suffering many endure behind 
closed doors. 
 
Stark concludes that, “coercive control is not so much what men do to women, but 
what they keep women from doing for themselves.” The fundamental crime of 
domestic abuse is the violation of a person’s basic human rights. In such cases, the 
primary concern is NOT the preservation of the marriage. It is the physical, 
emotional, psychological and spiritual safety of the victims. 
 
Domestic abuse in the Seventh-day Adventist church is a reality. Research 
conducted by Dr René Drumm among 100 Adventist churches has demonstrated 
that a major obstacle in addressing domestic abuse is the fallacious belief among 
church leaders that it is not a major concern. However, 



Dr Drumm’s research also demonstrated that women in the church are just as 
likely to be abused as those outside the church. Perpetrators included pastors, 
elders, deacons as well as other church leaders and members across various 
cultures, ethnicities, social and economic status. The failure to hear the cry of 
battered wives by minimising the destructive effect of coercive control has 
resulted in church leaders, in effect, colluding with perpetrators. Women who 
have been physically, emotionally and psychologically abused by their husbands 
have been further spiritually abused by church leaders who misinterpret biblical 
passages, guilt-tripping vulnerable victims to return to and remain in their personal 
hell. The failure to be proactive in raising awareness has allowed abusers to 
terrorise their families with impunity under a blanket of secrecy. 
 
Combatting domestic abuse requires the education of church leaders to dispel the 
myths about abusers and to understand the culture in which abuse thrives. 
Contrary to popular opinion, domestic abusers are generally not mentally ill people 
who cannot control themselves. They tend to hold down responsible jobs and 
function as responsible citizens in the community and in church. Abusers are 
spiritually deficient individuals who lack emotional intelligence and give 
themselves permission to act like tyrants when they don’t get their way. Abuse is 
always a choice. 
 
The Apostle Paul warns that in the last days men will ‘be lovers of themselves’; 
‘unholy’; ‘unloving’; ‘unforgiving’; ‘slanderers’; ‘without self-control’; ‘brutal’; 
‘despisers of good’; ‘traitors’; ‘headstrong’; ‘haughty’; ‘having a form of godliness 
but denying its power’ (see 2 Tim 3:1-7). Paul’s description accurately 
characterises self-absorbed abusers who choose to enforce compliance through 
fear, intimidation, manipulation and punishments. 
 
Abusers tend to abuse because they have grown up in a culture that makes it 
acceptable. Our challenge as a community of faith is to change the culture. To 
educate men and boys to swim against the tide of a culture that both explicitly 
and implicitly devalues women through music, movies, pornography, “locker-room 
banter” and glass ceilings. This applies not only in the secular arena, but also to 
our Judeo-Christian heritage that has historically oppressed women and felt 
spiritually justified in doing so. For example, it was only in 1991 that rape within 
marriage was recognised in UK criminal law. This reflects a culture that has given 
tacit licence to abusers. And the fact that there are those within the church who 
will argue, tooth and nail, that it is not possible for a husband to rape his wife, is a 
clear example of the kind of twisted understanding of the marriage covenant that 
provides abusers with the justification they need to use their wives as they please.  
 
Force and coercion are incompatible with the character of God and those who bear 
His name cannot receive His approval while they violate the very principle that is 
the essence of the Divine. 1 John 4:8 states, “Beloved, let us love one another, for 
love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. He who does 
not love does not know God, for God is love.” The power of the Holy Spirit 
notwithstanding, research demonstrates that perpetrators don’t tend to change 
without outside human intervention. Abusers need to feel the collective 
disapproval from a community of faith who are prepared to hold them accountable 
for their conduct. Abusers must encounter believers who are prepared to live out 



Jesus’ commitment to fight for the oppressed. We must be a safe place where 
survivors can find solace. The role of the church is to stand up for those who 
cannot stand for themselves. Our challenge is to co-operate with Jesus in the 
fulfilment of the mission he declared in Luke 4:18-19, “The Spirit of the Lord is 
upon Me, because He has anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor; He has 
sent Me to heal the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and 
recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed; to 
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord”. 


