
ABUSE USUALLY HAPPENS IN THE 
context of family relationships 
or at least between people 
known to each other. When the 
perpetrator is a family member 

or an authority figure, like a teacher or 
religious leader, it is often a challenge to 
get people to acknowledge that the line has 
been crossed and that the nature of the 
interactions constitutes abuse. When 
abuse happens within families or 
communities, there are often vested 
interests that would be better served by 
denying or ignoring abuse in order to 
protect those in power. This results in 
authority figures ignoring, minimising the 
seriousness of the allegation, appeasing 
the victim or even outright shaming and 
threatening the victim into silence. It is 
fear of being disqualified, made to feel 
invisible, punished or shamed that 
discourages victims from speaking up and 
admitting to having been abused, let alone 
confronting the perpetrator.

Abuse happens because the people often 
closest to the victim or people responsible 
for the protection of people in their charge 
choose to ignore or turn a blind eye to 
situations and people who potentially pose 
a threat. People also often fail to question 
changes in the behaviour and demeanour 
of a family member, friend, student or 
work associate that something may be 
wrong or troubling them. Every indifferent 
person who could reach out to or protect a 
victim and does not, as well as every 
person who knows that someone is in 
distress and does nothing, shares some 
responsibility for the abuse happening in 
their midst.

Abusers and bullies in general by nature 
tend to lack empathy and compassion. It is 
the passive and silent bystanders who have 
those abilities and could use those 
sensitivities to impel them into positive 
action who hold the power to prevent 
tragedy. Every person who bullies, by acts 
or omission, needs to look at themselves 

and see how, if even in a diluted way with 
no visible consequences, they are 
participating in the destruction of a 
precious spirit.

Conservative religious communities try to 
insulate themselves from such threats in 
the vain attempt to edit out such people 
and the threat they pose to their seemingly 
pristine worlds. The problem is that these 
people exist among them often 
camouflaged in religious garb. They 
cynically exploit the often naive kindness 
of the community who make them 
welcome in the name of compassion and 
mercy to the stranger. The second problem 
is that their children can get way beyond 
the protective community walls, to any 
place in the globe, through their 
cellphones, on Mxit, and internet chat.

It is important for anyone concerned 
with this problem to deepen their 
awareness and understanding of this 
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phenomenon. In order to create more 
awareness and sensitivity to what this 
problem entails and the seriousness of its 
consequences, it helps to view it through 
the eyes of Torah.

There is obviously a lot to say about this 
topic that can only be touched on in an 
article like this one. I have chosen as an 
awareness-raising exercise to point to a few 
of the major ways, from a Torah 
perspective, that people cross the line 
when they abuse others, and by extension, 
are complicit in the hurting of others by 
choosing to be ignorant, passive or 
deliberately turning a blind eye to the pain 
of another.

There are prohibitions in the Torah 
about sexual misconduct and 
inappropriate relationships and sexual 
acts. There are taboos against these in 
most traditional societies and religions. 
This article attempts to go beyond the 
obvious into the subtle but no less serious 
ways that people err when they are 
complicit in the hurting or dehumanising 
of another.

The Torah is fundamentally about people. 
It was given to us as a guide to enable us to 
lead the best life possible in this often 
troubling and confusing world.

Rabbi Akiva, one of the greatest Jewish 
sages of all time, said the greatest principle 
in the entire Torah was: “You shall love you 
neighbour as yourself.” Rabbi Hillel put it 
in another way when he was asked to teach 
the entire Torah while standing on one 
foot, and he replied: “What is repugnant to 
you do not do to others.”

Any dehumanising practice, no matter 
how small or subtle, contravenes the 
foundational aspect of Jewish spirituality. 

All abuse involves a level of diminishing and 
degrading another and turning them into 
an object to be used for the fulfilment of the 
needs or desires of the perpetrator. This 
theft of someone’s basic humanity is the 
ultimate crime against another, because it is 
an affront to and an attack on the image of 
G-d within that person. Shaming causes a 
sense in the victim that his/her existence 

has no intrinsic value. This leaves the 
person with feelings of overwhelming all-
consuming worthlessness, self-hatred, 
disgust and despair. It is a feeling of being 
reduced to something insignificant and 
even detestable. Shame is the sense of one’s 
being, one’s existence and all that one 
values and holds dear being negated.

It is so annihilating, that in shame 
people often want to finish the job by 
disappearing by hiding or even dying, 
which aligns the physical with the spiritual 
and emotional reality. When people shame 
others and do not in turn feel ashamed by 
their actions, it shows total disregard and 
indifference to the humanity of others. It 
is as if the one shamed was worth so little 
in reality that remorse for one’s own 
actions would be redundant, an 
overreaction. If this applies to the shaming 
of another in private, as happens in 
abusive relationships, how much more so 
when shaming is public.

Public shaming leaves the victim with 
the feeling that the whole world has 
witnessed the insignificance and 
worthlessness of their existence and of 
their being. When people do the 
unspeakable, it seems wrong to feel 
sympathy or show compassion for them 
when there is a conspicuous absence of 
shame or remorse on their part.

Most dehumanising practices can be 
viewed as a contravention of the 10th 
commandment not to covet. According to 
the definition of the sin of coveting, when 
you seduce, trick, persuade, extort, 
blackmail, or use any coercive means to 
extract something from another that they 
would not have consented to give you out 
of their own free will and based on a full 
understating of the real implications of the 
transaction, you have transgressed this 
commandment. The transgression of this 
commandment can lead to theft and 
murder and other sins.

All dehumanising practices rob people of 
aspects of their being that contribute to 
their sense of their wholeness. Examples 
would be power, self-esteem, dignity, 
sense of self-worth, sense of innocence 
and purity.

The dehumanising practices that constitute 
abuse are forms of manipulation of the 
other person’s sense of reality in order to 
win their trust and compliance or to 
threaten them through fear of being 
shamed or punished, as if it is the victim’s 
fault for being abused. Perpetrators take 
advantage of the naivety or ignorance or 
innocence of another through creating 
false impressions and lying. All 
perpetrators coerce the victim into giving 
up their power and autonomy by coercing 
the victim into disbelieving their own 
feelings, knowledge and inner experience.

Predators, through a masterfully 
conniving set of well-practised techniques, 
recruit victims into their web of control, 
like a fisherman pulling on the rod, 
encountering resistance and letting go and 
then overcoming the resistance by craftily 
pulling again, slowly reeling in the fish. 
This grooming would happen by them 
making an inappropriate suggestion or 
pushing some other boundary and then 
apologising for offending the victim who, 
being polite or a compliant people-pleaser, 
replies politely that it was okay. Through 
the mixing of messages, pushing 
boundaries and then feigning care and 
remorse, the predator gets the victim to 
drop her guard because she becomes too 
confused to discern positive from 
threatening interactions.

In time the victim in stops trusting her 
own reactions and instincts, because what 
feels bad or wrong is cleverly reframed by 
the predator as good. By the time the bad 
is unambiguous, the victim becomes too 
afraid or ashamed to tell her loved ones or 
friends. This is also because by this stage 
the predator, now fully in control, is openly 
and brazenly threatening.

When Cain killed Abel, the Torah makes 
reference to the spilled blood of Abel in the 
plural. That is because Cain destroyed not 
just a person, but all the potential that was 
going to arise from that person.

When people are abused, they change 
often fundamentally and permanently 
through the loss of the innocence that 
existed before they were violated. This 
change affects the way they see themselves, 
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the world, their relationships and their own 
destiny or potential in life. When you rob 
someone of any aspect of their being then 
you are destroying the potential that could 
have arisen from that aspect of themselves. 
While it is true that people can grow from 
adversity and that hardship can bring out 
even more potential in a person, this does 
not excuse the perpetrator from culpability 
for their actions.

An example of how a lifetime of 
potential can be destroyed can be seen in 
people who have been sexually abused. 
They may choose not to marry, and if they 
do, they may avoid physical intimacy or 
not enjoy physical intimacy. This causes 
the marital bond to be compromised, 
which in turn undermines closeness and 
unity needed to build true peace and unity 
in their homes. This can and often does 
lead to divorce or a lifetime of 
dissatisfaction.

Innocence and purity are descriptions of 
wholeness. The concept of wholeness is the 
concept of shalom, which can be read in 
the Hebrew as shaleim, which means 
ultimate wholeness and perfection. When 
the wholeness/shleimut of a person is kept 
intact then they evolve according to their 
natural potential buffeted and challenged 
by the normal stresses and challenges of 
life. A person’s identity, lifestyle and sense 
of self may become shaped around trying 
to deal with the abusive experience. This 
can result in avoiding pain through 
addiction, isolation or attempts to regain 
what was taken away in the abuse, by 
engaging in alternative sexual lifestyles or 
re-enacting the original experience 
sometimes through abusing others.

When you cause someone else to act out in 
a way that causes them to do things that 
are considered transgressions in the Torah, 
then you have transgressed the 
commandment of not placing a stumbling 
block before the blind. This would apply, 
for example, when a parent hurts a child so 
that the child retaliates physically or curses 
or speaks badly of the parent. It would also 
apply to parents who alienate children 
from the other parent and cause 
estrangement between the child and the 
targeted parent.

Furthermore, victims can be set up to 
curse the authority of parents, teachers 
and rabbis. They can give up their 
spirituality and even get to the point of 
cursing Hashem himself when they have 
been let down by some or all human 
authority figures, and therefore feel 
abandoned and betrayed by Hashem or 
unworthy of Hashem’s love and protection.

Victims are also set up to speak lashon 
hara in their desperation to get validation 
for their experience and reclaim their 
dignity and self-worth by inviting others to 
witness their pain and degradation.

Rabbeinu Bachaya says in his commentary 
on Parshas Yisro that since the soul can 
survive without physical nourishment, but 
the body cannot live without the soul, 
damage to the soul is more deleterious than 
physical damage alone, because it 
undermines the person’s well-being on a far 
more encompassing level. To fixate on the 
physical aspects of abuse misses the point. It 
is the effects of dehumanisation and the 
relational politics of abuse that does the 
most enduring damage, as well as the 
changing implications and meaning of the 

event that evolve constantly over time, long 
after the physical is healed or even forgotten.

Abuse may disturb a victim to the extent 
that they then engage in self-destructive 
behaviour, like drug taking or high risk 
behaviour, or even committing suicide. In all 
these cases, you have put a stumbling block 
in front of the person that causes them to 
fall, and in addition, you are in contravention 
of the commandment not to kill.

A person who has been violated, 
dehumanised or shamed needs to be 
reassured unequivocally that they are not 
to blame for what happened to them, even 
if they in some way were coerced to co-
operate with the perpetrator and thus feel 
like they were complicit.

The framework that can be used to 
illustrate how to help people to heal from 
abuse can be built out of restoring to the 
victim whatever was taken away from him/
her through the abuse. The responsibility 
for helping with healing falls on all of those 
who have the ability or agency to restore 
the power, dignity and sense of self-worth 
to victims.
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