
First Steps for Churches Responding to Clergy Sexual Misconduct 

A Suggested Outline for  

Creating a Policy for Handling Clergy Sexual Misconduct 
 

Any time an allegation of clergy sexual misconduct is made, it is a serious matter.  People 

have already been hurt: the victim, the family of the clergy member, and the entire church 

are hurting. Having a process for church action will help to ensure that your church can 

respond to this serious situation in a manner that treats all those involved in a respectful 

and healing manner.   

 

The following is a suggested outline that your church can use to establish an effective 

process for dealing with clergy sexual misconduct.  This is only a guide and should not 

be considered as legal advice. 

  

Reporting to appropriate government authorities:  If you are aware of an allegation of 

sexual abuse of someone under 18 years of age,  you must report this to the appropriate 

agency.   

• If the abuse stems from a family member or primary caregiver, you must 

report this to Child Protective Services immediately (within 48 hours of the 

time you suspect the child has been or may have been abused) The Texas 

phone number is 800-252-5400.  

• If the abuse stems from someone other than a family member, the report 

should be made immediately to local law enforcement officials.   

 

Step One: Hearing the Accusation 

 
1. Appoint & Train a Specific Committee hear all complaints of clergy sexual 

misconduct. Members of this committee must be trustworthy, compassionate, spiritually 

mature, and composed of both sexes. It may be helpful to have a lawyer in your church 

serve on this committee in order to maintain just and legal practices.  Since this 

committee will be investigating and possibly charging ministerial staff, staff should not 

be included on this committee.  

 

2. This Committee will hear any complaint from a congregant immediately upon hearing 

of the allegation.  The committee will assess the veracity and the seriousness of the 

alleged offense. 

 

3. A written summary of the charges will be recorded and outlined in a clear, 

specific, and reasonably documented manner. Both the complainant and the 

accused should have access to this document and be given an opportunity to 

respond orally or in writing. 
 

4. The committee will explain the process to the complainant, stressing the intent of 

the church to address the charges without delay. 

 



5. All parties must maintain strict confidentiality. 

 

Step Two: Confronting the Accused Minister 

 
1. A meeting between the accused minister and the committee will follow 

immediately. Since public trust is at stake, consideration should be given to 

placing the minister on administrative leave at the conclusion of this meeting. 

Suspension in no way assumes guilt. 

 

2. Before this meeting the committee will prepare for the session by (1) reviewing 

the factual details of the complainant’s story, (2) understanding the dynamics of 

the minister’s possible responses (disbelief, anger, denial, evasion, panic, shame, 

or even confession), and (3) committing themselves to the same fairness and 

compassion as was given to the complainant. 

 

3. The committee will explain the purposes of the meeting: (1) to hear the allegation 

of the clergy sexual misconduct, (2) to assure the minister of the committee’s 

intent to ensure justice through fair and impartial hearings, and (3) to allow the 

minister to respond to the charges. 

 

4. If the minister denies the charges, the committee will have to determine if further 

investigation is needed, or if they can reach a decision concerning guilt or 

innocence, or whether the complaint should be taken to the church. 

 

5. If the minister admits the truth of the accusation, the committee must resist the 

temptation to accept his resignation and avoid scandal by keeping the incident 

from the church. This hasty “solution” derails the process designed to remove 

offenders from leadership and to bring healing into the lives of all persons 

involved, including the church membership. If the pastor resigns it is still healthy 

for the church to complete the investigation and report to the church. 

 

6. The committee will outline to the minister the process that follows. 

 

7. A written summary of the meeting will be recorded, focusing on factual 

information. As before, the minister and the complainant may read the document 

and respond to it. 

 

8. After deciding if there is a need for further investigation, the committee will 

compose its report and recommendation to the congregation for a decision. 

 

Step Three: Preparing for the Formal Hearing 

 
1. Churches following congregational polity will call a meeting of the membership 

to inform the church of the charges and to explain the process. 

 



2. The church must be sure to follow due process in accordance with the church’s 

code of ethics (written or assumed) and its procedure for dealing with disciplinary 

matters. 

 

3. A formal hearing will be scheduled immediately following the conclusion of the 

investigation. Public access to this meeting tends to support the church’s quest 

for justice in both the hearings and the verdict. 

 

4. To ensure the committee has the most competent advice, the congregation may 

engage a consultant who has expertise in clergy sexual misconduct to assist in the 

process. 

 

5. The work of the committee may not require the presence of legal counsel for any 

party, although the church may need legal advice concerning specific matters. 

 

Step Four: Conducting the Formal Hearing 

 
1. Church leaders such as Deacons or members of the Personnel Committee will 

appoint a moderator who is highly respected and fair-minded, and one who is 

capable of maintaining order, decorum, and a spirit of mutual respect. 

 

2. The committee will read to the church the charges brought against the minister, a 

summary of the interviews with the complainant and the minister, and any 

additional relevant information discovered by the committee. 

 

3. The committee will answer appropriate questions from the congregation. 

 

4. The committee will recommend to the church one of the following actions: 

a. If the charge is considered false, the minister will be exonerated and the 

church will act to restore the minister’s reputation. The complainant will 

receive appropriate discipline and/or counseling and ministry from the 

church. 

b. If the accusation is considered true, the committee will recommend 

possible sanctions, according to the nature of the offense. Levels of 

censure can range from admonition to severe sanctions such as probation, 

suspension, or termination of employment. 

 

5. If the minister is a sexual predator who refuses to admit wrongdoing and 

evidences a pattern of manipulation, coercion, and control, the church must take 

whatever action is necessary to keep him/her from further harming the 

membership, other churches, or the community at large. 

 

6. If the minister is a first time offender, acknowledges his/her misconduct/abuse, 

and is genuinely remorseful, the church is responsible for assisting the minister to 

enroll in a supervised program of professional counseling designed for clergy 

sexual abusers. 



7. In either case, the church is strongly encouraged to contact denominational leaders and 

officials to make them aware of the incident of sexual misconduct and of the church’s 

actions.  This will provide information to other churches in order to prevent a perpetrator 

from victimizing the vulnerable in other churches or institutions. See Church Reporting 

of Clergy Sexual Misconduct for further information. 

 

 

Step Five: Ministering to the Victims of Clergy Sexual Abuse 

 
1. The church must offer support to the complainant and her/his family, including 

providing counseling and other assistance such as emotional support, financial 

assistance and pastoral care, to enable them to deal with the personal and family 

problems resulting from the clergy sexual misconduct.  The BGCT offers a matching 

grant to assist your church with providing counseling as needed for the victim.   

 

2. The church must not overlook the minister’s family, who feels isolated and 

rejected as they deal with vocational, relational, and marital disruptions. The wife 

and children especially need professional counseling, financial assistance, 

emotional support, and pastoral care. Churches of the Baptist General 

Convention of Texas should contact the Counseling and Psychological Services 

Center for support and referrals (214-826-6591). 

 

3. The committee might be well advised to contact a Victim Abuse Response Team, 

through the Congregational Leadership Team of the Baptist General Convention of 

Texas. The Team can assist the church in dealing with the internal turmoil (hurt, 

confusion, anger, resentment, shame, or even empathy) experienced by the church 

members in the aftermath. In addition to the victims of the abuse, other victims are the 

family of the abused, the family of the perpetrator, and the congregation itself. 

 

4 A final action of the committee might be to recommend that the church employ a 

consultant or an intentional interim minister who could help the church deal with 

issues of betrayal and trust that will affect how they view and relate to future 

church leadership. See Intentional Interim Ministry. 

 

An allegation of sexual misconduct by a minister can be devastating for a church. If the 

charge proves to be true, the consequences are enormous. Marriages are often severed, 

homes divided, children may become rebels, churches often split, ministries are ruined, 

and the lives of everyone touched are forever altered. A healthy church response to clergy 

sexual misconduct can aid the healing of both church and individuals. 

 


