6. Use the FOCCUS Instrument during marriage preparation with a special awareness of domestic violence


The many variations of questions in this instrument are useful at early stages of a relationship and could also be used when other problems are detected in later sacramental preparation in the family.

AFTERCARE

Periodic contact with new couples or new parents is helpful for many reasons.  Both couples might feel socially isolated as their marriage or new infant makes demands on their time and energy.  They may experience a heightened intensity of stresses and fewer healthy outlets to release tension.  Potentially abusive relationships may become explosive as the priorities in the marriage change to embrace the new child, additional children, or other family challenges. The perceived lack of availability of either partner causes distress to the relationship.  It should also be noted that when a pattern of partner abuse is present, it is often reinforced by social isolation. The Church may be one of the few outlets an abused partner is permitted to have.

The information contained in this publication is meant to provide a framework for pastoral action. There is much more to learn about domestic violence that is not included here. Responsible pastoral action suggests that attendance at workshops, further reading, and speaking to experts in the field of domestic violence should be pursued.

Where to turn for help
Licensed Hotlines/Shelters, by County:

Cayuga 



800-253-3358

Chemung


607-732-1979

Livingston 


585-658-2660

Monroe 



585-232-7353*

Ontario 



800-695-0390*

Seneca 



800-695-0390*

Schuyler



607-535-2050

Steuben 



800-286-3407

Tioga 



800-696-7600

Tompkins


607-277-5000

Wayne



800-456-1172*

Yates



800-695-0390

TTY



585-232-1741 

*Spanish translation
Print and Visual Resources:

“When I Call for Help: A Pastoral Response to Domestic Violence against Women”

(National Conference of Catholic Bishops 1992, booklet, also available in Spanish)

“Women Healing the Wounds: National Council of Catholic Women Responds to Domestic Violence against Women”

(NCCW, Washington, D.C. nd, booklet,also available in Spanish)

 “Domestic Violence: Finding Safely and Support”

(State of New York Office for the Prevention of Domestic Violence 1995, booklet)
“Broken Promises”
(Seattle Office of Domestic Violence, video, available at Pastoral Center Library)

For information contact the 

Office of Parish Support Ministry: 1-800-388-7177

Marangely Melendez, Parish Support Secretary, ext. 1328 mmelendez@dor.org
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When families enter the arena of sacramental preparation, for baptism, first penance, first Eucharistic, marriage, or RCIA, unexpected tensions might arise amidst the joys. Some of these events are especially stressful for intimate partners who have control issues in their relationship.

The Harsh Reality

The American Medical Association estimates that between 3 and 4 million women in the United States are battered each year by their husbands or partners. A smaller and less often reported number of men are also victims. These figures cut across all age, racial, economic, and education groups.

Abusive behavior is not just about physical violence. It includes emotional, psychological, verbal, sexual, or physical behavior that uses fear or intimidation by one person over another for the purpose of maintaining power and control in the relationship.

The Catholic Church strongly condemns abusive behavior toward people in all its forms and encourages those who are at risk to act to ensure their own safety and the safety of their children.
Recognizing the seriousness of the problem of domestic abuse is important for all intimate relationships, but in a particular way for young couples. 
The early stage of marriage is susceptible to violence because the relationship itself changes, especially around the time of the birth of a child.  Incidents of domestic violence often reach a peak during pregnancy or after birth, as partners are no longer able to devote all their time and energy to each other.
For many special times of sacramental preparation or childhood development increase stress. Pastoral staffs can be sensitive to those tendencies in the following ways:

1. Make it Safe to Discuss Marital Issues
Part of the flexibility of a sacramental preparation program should also include opportunities to present information and lead separate discussions with groups for women and groups for men.  For instance, in each group, a discussion of responses to anger, frustration, and the need to dominate in a relationship could be conducted.  The responsibility men and women have for their own behavior might be more effectively communicated when they are in an environment where they feel less defensive.

A comprehensive preparation process should also be attentive to those who are currently in an abusive relationship or who are in fear of violence.  Group or couples sessions are counterproductive for those under the threat of violence.  Sessions and referrals for individuals should be provided. Do not counsel in a way that promotes premature reconciliation.

2. Reflect on the Current State of the Relationship

By the time most couples come for the baptism of their first child, they have been married more than two years.  They tend to have more insight into the relationship and less likelihood of minimizing or denying problem areas.

For very young couples or immature couples, special attention should be given.  They have a greater propensity to deny or minimize problems, even as they tend to experience greater stress and conflict in their marriage than older or more mature couples.  They may be particularly defensive in a group discussion of stresses in their life.

3.  Discuss Control Issues
This should include warning signs about one partner trying to take control over the other, which could occur in preparation for marriage, for a new baby, or for First Eucharist. Practical guidance about communication skills and conflict resolution should be provided, perhaps including role modeling for specific challenges. It should be made unequivocally clear that the Church condemns violence of any kind in.

Leaders should provide ideas about handling stress and emphasize the need to enlist the social support of family, friends and church as the couple welcomes a new child.

4.  Provide resources


List local resources such as those included below for people who might be facing domestic violence already. Also supply additional brochures from the Diocese that list myths of domestic violence and church concern for this problem.

5. Make the Church position clear


A clear and unequivocal statement by a priest or pastoral leader that condemns domestic abuse, with special attention given to the misuse or misapplication of Scripture or Catholic teaching about the indissolubility of marriage to condone or excuse spousal violence.
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