Responding Well to Domestic Abuse Practice Guidance

Appendix 8: Marriage Preparation: Recommended good practice
Marriage preparation offers an opportunity to challenge inappropriate behaviour and
assumptions about domination, control or abuse, while making it clear that some degree of
conflict within an intimate relationship is natural and healthy, if dealt with appropriately.
The principles of understanding humanity (female and male) as made in God’s image and of
equal worth; of equality amongst people and within relationships; not condoning any form of
abuse, should underpin any marriage preparation offered by the Church. Some theological
ideas such as headship and submission models of men and women have been expressed in
the liturgy in the past in the different promises expressed by the man and the woman.
However, a promise to obey was in the past part of different standards or expectations of
women and men within marriage, e.g. the fact that women had no standing in law until 1926.
A mutuality expressed through the marriage which encourages partners to be themselves
rather than sticking to gendered roles offers a better opportunity for both partners to grow
and flourish in the relationship than does a differentiated model, in which one partner takes
responsibility for the other’s growth, but not vice versa.
Given the high incidence of domestic abuse within marriage, we recommend that clergy and
lay people who offer marriage and wedding preparation should have attended some training
on issues of domestic abuse. It is important that there is a clear understanding amongst
those who offer marriage preparation that domestic abuse is always unacceptable and that
domestic abuse breaks the sanctity of marriage.
The subjects regularly dealt with when preparing couples for marriage, e.g. communication,
conflict and in particular ‘How do you deal with your anger?’ offer an opportunity for couples
to discuss together how their parents dealt with anger, rows and conflict or how the couple
might have dealt with these in previous relationships. Sometimes those who have
experienced domestic abuse as children have a very idealised view of marriage.
It is possible that those working with couples hoping to marry may become aware or suspect
that abuse is taking place or may take place between the partners. This is always a difficult
area to deal with and illustrates the need for training for people involved in this work, but one
or more of the following ideas might help in such a situation.
The facilitator might include a statement at the beginning of the ‘course’ or conversation and
again before dealing with a subject such as ‘marital conflict’ or anger. The following, which
may need amending depending on the circumstances, is an example of a form of words that
might be appropriate:
“When we think about relationships in general and our own in particular, there is
always a chance that issues may be raised that touch us in a way that leaves us
feeling disturbed, uncomfortable or anxious. If this happens you may wish to
speak to one of us today more privately or to seek help from a counsellor or other
helping organisation.”
If a domestic abuse issue is raised directly or indirectly by one of the couple, the facilitator
should not pursue it in the presence of the other: this could be highly dangerous. They may
need to find a way to give the person a chance to say more in private, with the object of
encouraging them to get one-to-one help from a competent person or organisation.

