Healing Waters: Churches Working to End Violence Against Women

by Carol Penner (Women’s Inter-Church Council of Canada, 2004)


The following is excerpted from Section V: “Moving Forward”
Policies for Safety
As churches work to become safe communities for survivors of abuse, it is vitally important to make sure that the church building, its programs and its workers are safe for vulnerable people. An important way to do this is to have a sexual abuse policy in place in your congregation.

For some people the terms "Abuse Policy" and "Church" are an oxymoron; they don't fit together. "Why would you need an abuse policy in the church?" they say, "Of course we are all Christians, of course no one is going to hurt anyone."  

The unfortunate reality is that even in the church people commit abusive acts, even in the church vulnerable people are hurt. Many institutions in society have abuse prevention policies. Schools and service organizations are increasingly requiring police checks on volunteers. Buildings are being renovated to put windows on doors, to create a more transparent place. This allows for fewer opportunities for people who would abuse children, to do so in private within the church building. Policies are put in place so that issues of harassment and abuse can be channeled appropriately and dealt with in a just way. 

In the church most denominations have sexual abuse policies for their ordained employees. These policies have sometimes been proactive, and are put in place to prevent any abuse from happening. Too often the policies are written because abuse has taken place and painful experiences have made clear the need to make policy changes. One would hope that most churches undertake this task with a clear view of protecting innocent people. Unfortunately sometimes it is the bottom line that talks; churches fear being sued by survivors, and seek to protect themselves by having policies in place. Insurance companies are requiring churches to formulate abuse prevention policies.

Some churches have safety and abuse policies that address the general life of the church and its programs. Abuse can be as damaging to a child if it comes from a Sunday school teacher or youth leader, even though those people are not sanctioned by the church in the same way as an ordained leader. To a child, an adult in charge in the church is someone who has religious authority over them. Youth ministry is a particularly dangerous area for abuse. Youth leaders are sometimes ministers-in-training, or lay volunteers who may not have a clear understanding of boundaries. Events often take place outside of the church building in informal and unmonitored settings. 

A thorough church sexual abuse policy will contain the following components:

1. It should begin with the purpose of the policy in the context of the work of the church. This provides the rationale behind the policy. Churches refer to the Christian values that lead them to care for the most vulnerable such as children, youth, people with physical and developmental challenges and those undergoing counseling. 

2. A screening procedure for all church leaders: ministers, minister-in-training, lay leaders, Sunday school teachers, choir directors, youth leaders and any other person in leadership. This would include a sample of a screening form, or reference forms, or police checks, and instructions on how the screening is to be documented and maintained from year to year.

3. A statement that no one convicted of an offence involving children will be allowed to work with a vulnerable group.

4. A statement that people should attend the church for a minimum amount of time before being allowed to volunteer in sensitive positions (for example, they should have attended the church for six months).

5. A person or group should be named whose responsibility it is to collect, discern and carefully store documentation about screening. This person or group must have the power to turn down potential workers during this screening process.

6. Supervision and training of employees and volunteers, including education about issues of abuse and misconduct.

7. A statement about legal obligations of reporting abuse of children to the appropriate legal authorities, and the church's willingness to co-operate with a criminal investigation.

8. Clear and easy to follow steps of how a complaint should be brought forward, and who should find out about it.

9. Naming of a person/position who will receive the complaint, as well as an alternate, in case the complainant does not feel comfortable with that person.

10. A statement about people who have a complaint laid against them being removed without prejudice from their position until the complaint can be explored.

11. Clear and just process for adjudication of the complaint. This must include interviewing the complainant before interviewing the person against whom the complaint is laid.

12. A process of appeal. 

13. A statement about how support will be provided to both the complainant and the person against whom the complaint is lodged. For example, the church might find a support person for each party.

14. Expectations in specific contexts. For example, adult/child ratios, policies about the type of discipline that is acceptable in the nursery, policies when children are taken off the church property.
Violence Against Women Response Sheet

Police __________________________________________________________________

Women’s Shelter__________________________________________________________

Children’s Aid Society_____________________________________________________

Counselling  Services_______________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Rape Crisis Line___________________________________________________________

Women’s Resource Centre___________________________________________________

Immigrant/Refugee Women’s Agency__________________________________________

Sexual Assault Centre_______________________________________________________

Transition Housing__________________________________________________________
Other  Contacts_____________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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