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Faithfulness in Exile: Counseling
Mothers of Adult Children After
Spousal Abuse

ér‘_l, by DARBY STRICKLAND

Maria left her husband after years of verbal abuse. He used his words
to shame, intimidate, confuse, and control her. Over time, his words
became more vicious, and the incidents became more frequent. Separa-
tion brought safety but not the peace she hoped for. Her son, Ethan, now
twenty-two, rarely calls her. When he does, his tone sharpens. He speaks
over her with the same cutting sarcasm his father used. When Maria
tries to name how his words hurt, Ethan tells her she is “too sensitive”
or “rewriting the past.” Maria is grieving both the loss of her marriage
and the loss of a loving relationship with her son. The child she once
protected now echoes the contempt she escaped, and she worries, Wi/l
he be okay? Will our relationship heal? How did the abuse patterns invade
our relationship?

For many abused women, their distant and strained relationship
with their children becomes the deepest wound yet. Adult children may
minimize the abuse, defend their father, repeat destructive patterns, or
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withdraw altogether. This can happen whether a mother left the mar-
riage or chose to stay in it.

For these mothers, the pain is acute. The child they nurtured and
protected may now reject them or even reenact the very harm the mother
tried to prevent. As they see more clearly how the abuse has shaped their
families, these mothers often experience deep grief—one layered with
shame, confusion, and profound loneliness.

Sometimes they believe that if their children could simply under-
stand their experience—if they could see how hard their mother worked
to protect them—then the relationship
might be restored. Early in my counsel- Healing is

ing work, I shared this instinct. I assumed
not secured

that clearer explanations, better language,

by persuading
adult children

to understand

or patient waiting would eventually bring
understanding and reconciliation. If
adult children could grasp the reality and

impact of the oppression in their homes, the past.

surely that would lead to relational repair.
While honest conversations about past harms are important, some prove
fruitless and retraumatizing. Improved understanding does not reliably
produce healing. Truth alone does not always mend what was broken.
Over time, I saw that something else mattered more. Adult children
do not necessarily need to know more about their mother’s suffering.
What's more important is for them to witness their mother’s restoration
and see that the Lord who supports her can be trusted. They need to see
a mother who is healing, grounded in Christ, discerning in her relation-
ships, and living with a hope that is not tethered to relational outcomes.
However, these changes and repairs do not happen quickly. They are
forged when reconciliation occurs gradually, even as struggle remains.
Scripture has a name for this place—exile. The Bible frequently uses this
term to describe experiences of loss, dislocation, and delayed restoration.
Exile is not a problem to be quickly solved but a place to be faithfully
inhabited. It is a season when God’s people must learn to live with partial
repair, uncertain reconciliation, and unanswered longing for better times.
Jeremiah 29 was written to God’s people at exactly such a moment.
Uprooted from their homes and separated from loved ones, the exiles
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were called by God to build, seek, wait, and return. This was a call to
live faithfully amid a prolonged aftermath, trusting in God’s redemptive
purposes across generations.

This article is written primarily for helpers walking alongside these
women. It proposes exile as a biblical and pastoral lens for those whose
relationships with their children are strained by abuse. By drawing from
Jeremiah 29, I will show that healing is not secured by persuading adult
children to understand the past but by helping mothers pursue resto-
ration anchored in their relationship with Christ. For helpers, this shifts
counseling away from managing outcomes and toward cultivating faith-
ful presence, patient endurance, and confidence in God’s redemptive
work over time—faithfulness in exile. To facilitate this, some portions
of this article are written in the form of direct counsel to these mothers.
This enables helpers to hear not only the theological aims involved, but
also the tone and language that may serve these women well.

Jeremiah 29: A Road Map for the Long Aftermath of Exile

To grasp the Lord’s promises in Jeremiah 29, let’s situate them in their
historic moment. Jeremiah wrote to Jews who were forcibly uprooted
from Jerusalem in 587 BC and taken as captives to Babylon. Families
were displaced. Children grew up far from the land that once anchored
their identity, worship, and communal life.

False hope circulated quickly. Hananiah and other “prophets”
assured the exiles that God would break Babylon’s power within two
years, but it was not true (Jer 28:3). Jeremiah, God’s true prophet, deliv-
ered a harder word. The exile would last seventy years—long enough to
shape a generation (Jer 29:10). Some would never see Jerusalem again,
but instead of offering false hope, Jeremiah gave them a way to live faith-
fully. He told them to build, plant, seek the city’s welfare, pray, wait, and
trust. Although restoration would be partial and slow, obedience was
possible now.

For many mothers who endured domestic abuse, the framework of
exile resonates deeply. Some hoped that leaving the abusive relationship
would end their suffering. Instead, they discovered that safety was only
the beginning of a much longer aftermath. They were still healing from
the effects of oppression on their own bodies, hearts, and faith. They
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