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ACTIVITY

5
Sexual Violence: 

Can We Please Talk About It?

ACTIVITY:

BACKGROUND:

Reviewing basic information about sexual violence and  
re-directing the incorrect information that we have all heard.

Unpacking and examining some cultural (mis)understandings 
about rape and how they affect victims and survivors and 
discourage accountability.

Because sexual violence is not often discussed, there is a lot 
of misinformation. Faith leaders (clergy and lay) can play a 
role in getting more accurate and helpful information out into 
the community. This activity is intended to better equip faith 
leaders to lead and teach their congregants.

This exercise begins with a basic primer about sexual violence 
and moves into a deeper conversation. Talking with faith 
leaders about sexual violence is a good way to get accurate 
information out into the community. 

In recent research, victims of sexual violence listed faith 
leaders (along with physicians, police, and legal personnel) 
as the most unhelpful and unsupportive responders. (Sarah 
E. Ullman, Talking About Sexual Assault: Society’s Response to 
Survivors, American Psychological Association, Washington, 
DC, 2010.) Like many in the community, faith leaders tend to 
blame the victim for the sexual assault.i 

Cultural misunderstandings about rape (that we’ve all heard 
and learned) tend to blame and/or shame the victim and 
minimize/excuse the crime.ii When victims feel blamed or 
shamed, and when the crime is minimized or discounted, the 
trauma increases and accountability diminishes. That’s just the 
opposite of what we want to happen in our communities.

To help victims heal, and to build healthier families and 
communities, we must all confront these misunderstandings.
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GOALS:
1. To strengthen faith leaders’ ability to provide accurate information about rape and 

sexual violence/assault within the congregation and community.

2. To expand understanding of who is affected by sexual violence.

3. To articulate the importance of faith community responses to sexual violence.

4. To understand sexual violence as a crime that traumatizes, shames, silences, and 
wounds victims physically, emotionally, and spiritually.

5. To examine cultural misunderstandings about rape. 

6. To better understand how these misunderstandings affect victims and survivors.

7. To name and consider these myths as one important barrier to disclosure and 
therefore one thing that minimizes accountability for perpetrators.

OBJECTIVES:
At the end of this exercise, participants should be able to:

1. Identify common cultural misunderstandings about rape.

2. Identify how these misunderstandings affect victims and survivors. 

3. Consider how these misunderstandings affect disclosure. 

4. Understand both domestic and sexual violence as crimes that cause physical, 
mental, emotional, and spiritual trauma. 

ESTIMATED TIME:

MATERIALS:

55 minutes

Talking points (below)

Lists of cultural myths about sexual violence (below) 

Blank flip chart pages and pens

Tape or thumbtacks to hang up flip chart pages

Flip chart pages that you have drawn a grid on:

What have you 
heard about SV?

True/Not true?
Blame or shame 

victims?
Minimize the 

crime?
Support the 

victim?

Hold the 
perpetrator 

accountable?



Facilitator Talking Points
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 ✜ Faith communities routinely celebrate the humanity and dignity of every human being. 
For this reason, faith can play a critically important role in ending sexual violence and 
the suffering it causes. 

 ✜ Like domestic violence, sexual violence is a crime that humiliates, intimidates, shames, 
de-humanizes, and traumatizes its victims. (Refer to the list of trauma symptoms 
generated in Activity 2.)

 ✜ Victims of sexual and domestic violence, along with the families and friends who love 
them, need their faith communities to help them find healing, justice, and peace. 

 ✜ The physical, emotional, and spiritual wounds are deep, and faith can play a big part in 
healing.

 ✜ Survivors desperately need to talk about this, need to have their faith community 
involved in their healing process, and want to turn to their faith for strength, courage, 
and hope. 

 ✜ Congregants look to you [faith leaders, clergy and lay] for teaching and guidance.

 ✜ You [faith leaders, clergy and lay] can play an important role just by providing accurate 
information in your congregation and community. 

◊  Below are basic facts about sexual violence; you can present them as you 
usually would, or as listed below. It’s a good idea to connect these to the 
congregation in some way, as we have done below, or you could say, “people 
in your congregation might be thinking . . . but the fact is that . . . .”  

 ✜ People in every congregation need to know that: 

 ❖ 1 in 6 American women is victimized during her lifetime. In the U.S., a sexual 
assault occurs every 2 minutes.

 ❖  of the approximately 240,000 reported sexual assaults in the U.S. every year, 10% 
of those victims are male. 

 ❖ people who sexually assault usually attack someone they know. Of adult victims, 
73% knew the attacker, 38% were friends of the attacker, 28% were in an intimate 
relationship with the attacker. Children who are victims knew the offender 90% of 
the time. 

 ❖ 40% of sexual assaults take place in the victim’s own home. Another 20% occur in 
the home of a friend, neighbor, or relative.

 ❖ people of all ages can be victims of sexual violence. 15% of reported victims 
are less than 12; 44% of reported victims are less than 18; many older adults are 
victims, and victims as old as 100 have been identified.
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 ❖ 1 in 5 American women on college campuses are sexually assaulted.

 ❖ sexual violence affects people of all faiths, ages, races, sexual orientations,  
classes, etc. 

 ✜ Perhaps you already knew some of this. We’ve all learned things about sexual violence, 
about rape, about victims, about perpetrators.

 ✜ Sometimes what we’ve learned is helpful, and sometimes not so helpful. 

 ✜ It’s a good idea to sort through what we’ve heard or learned. Let’s start by writing 
down some of the things we’ve heard. It doesn’t have to be something you believe or 
something that’s true; this is just a list of what you’ve heard. Can you name some of 
these things?  

◊ Write their suggestions on pieces of newsprint. Make sure all the pages are 
displayed where everyone can see them. If participants are having trouble 
getting started, you could make a couple suggestions from your own 
experience or from the list below. Or, if they come to a stop but haven’t listed 
6 - 8 things, you could throw out a couple more suggestions from the list 
below.iii 

 » If a woman is raped while she’s drunk, she’s (completely? partially?) 
responsible for letting things get out of control. 

 » When women go around wearing low-cut tops or short skirts, they’re 
just asking for trouble. 

 » When a woman is a sexual tease, eventually she is going to get into 
trouble. 

 » When a woman goes home with a man she doesn’t know, it’s her own 
fault if she's raped. 

 » Although most women wouldn’t admit it, they generally find being 
physically forced into sex a real “turn-on.” 

 » Some women prefer to have sex forced on them so they don’t have to 
feel guilty about it. 

 » Usually, it’s only women who dress suggestively, hang out in bars, and 
sleep around that are raped. 

 » Many so-called rape victims are actually women who had sex and 
“changed their minds” afterwards. 

 » Women who are caught having an illicit affair sometimes claim that it  
was a rape. 

 » Rape accusations are often used as a way of getting back at a man. 
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 » A lot of times, women who claim they were raped just have  
emotional problems. 

 » Rape mainly occurs on the ‘bad’ side of town. 

 » A lot of women lead a man on and then they cry rape. 

 » If a woman claims to have been raped but has no bruises or scrapes,  
she probably shouldn’t be taken too seriously. 

 » If the rapist doesn’t have a weapon, you really can’t call it a rape. 

 » Men from nice, middle-class homes never rape. 

 » Rape doesn’t happen in a woman’s own familiar neighborhood or  
in her home. 

 » In reality, women are almost never raped by their boyfriends, husbands, 
or intimate partners. 

 » If a woman is willing to “make out” with a guy, then it’s no big deal if he 
goes a little further and forces her to have sex. 

 » Rape isn’t as big a problem as some feminists would like people to think. 

 » Being raped isn’t as bad as being mugged or beaten.

 » Women tend to exaggerate how much rape affects them. 

 » If a woman isn’t a virgin, then it shouldn’t be a big deal if her date forces 
her to have sex. 

 » Men rape because of their strong desire for sex. Men just get carried 
away. A man may not even realize that she was resisting. 

 » Rapists are just sexually frustrated individuals. 

 » If a woman doesn’t physically resist sex – even when protesting verbally 
– it really can’t be considered rape. 

◊ Step back and look at the statements. Pick out a few (2 or 3 is plenty) of the 
statements and write them into the graph that you prepared ahead of time 
on the newsprint. Ask participants to identify:

 » Whether the statement is true or not?

 » Whether the statement blames or shames the victim?

 » Whether the statement minimizes or excuses the crime?

 » Whether the statement supports the victim?

◊ Ask them to reflect for a few minutes on the impact that each of these 
statements would have on a victim of rape. 
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 ✜ When statements that blame victims are common in the community, they can inhibit 
victims from reporting crimes or getting help. Instead, victims suffer in silence, thinking 
that it’s somehow their fault. 

◊ Next, ask them to imagine how it feels to be: 

 » blamed or told to be ashamed of yourself for something you were not 
responsible for,

 » told that something that traumatized you is “no big deal,” or

 » unable to tell anyone what happened.

◊ Give participants a few seconds after you name each of these to think. Invite 
participants to say out loud, very briefly, a word or two that comes to their 
mind when they think about being blamed, or having someone minimize or 
excuse what happened. Write these words on a piece of newsprint.

◊ Then ask participants to say out loud, very quickly and briefly, a word or two 
that comes to mind that they’d like to say to someone (or wish someone had 
said to them) who has suffered a trauma and feels alone, blamed, shamed, 
and/or unheard. Write these words on the newsprint. 

 ✜ Because you [faith leaders, clergy and lay] are respected and recognized leaders in 
your congregation and community, you have a critical role to play in confronting the 
unhelpful, victim-blaming statements we’ve all heard and learned.

 ✜ Together, we can communicate a clear message: 

 ❖ Sexual violence is not acceptable in our homes, families, and communities. 

 ❖ There is no excuse for violating another human being. 

 ❖ We will work together until it stops and every victim is heard and healed and 
every home, family, congregation, and community is safe.

 ✜ Thank everyone for participating.
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i  Ullman comments, “Support providers consistently rated by survivors as most unhelpful or unsupportive in their responses to sexual assault 
survivors’ disclosures include police/legal personnel, physicians, and clergy (Ullman, 1999). . . . A study of clergy’s attitudes toward victims of 
rape showed that most clergy blame the victim and adhere to rape myths, in particular if they are more fundamentalist and more sexist in their 
beliefs.” Sarah E. Ullman, Talking About Sexual Assault: Society’s Response to Survivors,” American Psychological Association, Washington, DC, 
2010, p. 77.
ii  “Rape myths serve to deny and justify . . . sexual aggression against women.” (Ullman, 2010, p. 16)
iii  These example statements are taken from Sarah E. Ullman, Talking About Sexual Assault: Society’s Response to Survivors,” American 
Psychological Association, Washington, DC, 2010.


