
Safe Sanctuary Policy and Procedures
Reducing the Risk of Abuse in the Church

  
The Charge of Lebanon United Methodist Church

 

Introduction: God's Call to the Church
The General Conference of The United Methodist Church, in April 1996, adopted a resolution aimed 

at eliminating any potential for child sexual abuse in the church. The adopted resolution includes the 
following statement:

Jesus said, "Whoever welcomes a child welcomes me." (Matthew 18:5). Children are our present and 
our future, our hope, our teachers, our inspiration. They are full participants in the life of the church and in 
the realm of God. Jesus also said, "If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones... it 
would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the 
depth of the sea." (Matthew 18:6) Our Christian faith calls us to offer both hospitality and protection to the 
little ones, the children. The Social Principles of The United Methodist Church state that "...children must 
be protected from economic, physical and sexual exploitation and abuse."

Tragically, churches have not always been safe places for children. Child sexual abuse, exploitation 
and ritual abuse (ritual abuse refers to abusive acts committed as part of ceremonies or rites; ritual 
abusers are often related to cults, or pretend to be) occur in churches, both large and small, urban and 
rural. The problem cuts across all economic, cultural and racial lines. It is real, and it appears to be 
increasing. Most annual conferences can cite specific incidents of child sexual abuse and exploitation 
in their churches. Virtually every congregation has among its members adult survivors of early sexual 
trauma.

Such incidents are devastating to all who are involved: the child, the family, the local church and its 
leaders. Increasingly, churches are torn apart by the legal, emotional, and monetary consequences of 
litigation following allegations of abuse.

God calls us to make our churches safe places, protecting children and other vulnerable persons from 
sexual and ritual abuse. God calls us to create communities of faith where children and adults grow safe 
and strong. (From The Book of Resolutions of The United Methodist Church. P. 384-386)

God has called us to make disciples of Jesus Christ with concern that our ministries safely protect our 
children and youth from abuse and exploitation. Our calling and our mandate are to ensure safe 
sanctuary for God’s people.  

Throughout the gospels, Jesus provides teachings on providing a peaceable kingdom for all of God's 
people, including our most precious gifts, our children and youth (Matthew 5:9, Luke 18:15-17). The 
peaceable kingdom begins with sanctuary. Scriptures provide examples of how sanctuary is to be a 
community of protective nurture and harmony (Psalms 20:1-2, 27:4-5). As Christians, we are called to 
create a safe sanctuary in our churches. They must be holy, safe, and protective communities for 
all of God's children, regardless of age or ability.

At each child’s baptism, we affirm our responsibility to their safety by our congregational response, 
pledging: “With God’s help, we will so order our lives after the example of Christ, that this child, 
surrounded by steadfast love, may be established in the faith, and confirmed and strengthened in the way 
that leads to life eternal.” (From The Book of Worship, Baptismal Covenant, Congregational Pledge II) As 
disciples, we affirm Christ’s commandment to love our neighbors. We also serve as witnesses of Christ’s 
power to transform lives.

Building on these foundations, we recognize that our faith calls us to offer hospitality and 
protection to all persons. We especially lift children and youth as well as those committed to ministering 
to them as volunteers and employees in this present age. In response to God's call, Safe Sanctuary 
policies must be in place in order to: 

1. prevent abuse from happening in our churches; 
2. affirm we are a place where children can feel safe in disclosing abuse and adult survivors of 

abuse can feel safe in seeking counsel; and 
3. protect volunteers and employees that minister to our children and youth. 



The following policy and procedures are not based on a lack of trust in workers, but are intended to 
protect our preschoolers, children, youth, workers, employees, volunteers and the entire church body.

Thus, in covenant with all United Methodist congregations, the Lebanon United Methodist Church—
United Methodist adopt the following policy and procedures for the prevention of child abuse in our 
church.

Purpose and Scope of Policy
The purpose for establishing this Safe Sanctuaries policy and procedures is to demonstrate total and 

unwavering commitment to the physical, emotional and spiritual safety of all the children and youth God 
has entrusted to the care of the church. This policy and its provisions shall apply to all persons–
including all paid and unpaid adults, lay and clergy–who have any direct or indirect contact with 
children and youth who participate in any activities or events sponsored by the church.

Definitions
· Adult refers to anyone 18 years of age or older.
· Child/Youth refers to anyone not yet 18 years of age.
· Abuse means harm or a threat of physical or emotional harm to a child or youth by a parent, guardian, 

or other person. 
· Abuse includes:

a. the infliction of physical or emotional injury by other than accidental means;
b. the creation of a risk, or allowing the creation of a risk, to a child by other than accidental 

means;
c. committing or allowing to be committed an act of sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, or 

prostitution upon the child.

Types of abuse include:
Verbal Abuse – Any verbal act that humiliates, degrades, or threatens any child or youth.
Physical Abuse – Any act of omission or an act that endangers a person’s physical or mental health. 

In the case of child or youth physical abuse, this definition includes any intentional physical injury caused 
by the individual’s caretaker. Physical abuse may result from punishment that is overly punitive or 
inappropriate to the individual’s age or condition. In addition, physical abuse may result from purposeful 
acts that pose serious danger to physical health of a child or youth.

Sexual Abuse – Any contacts or interactions in which the parent, guardian, or other person allows, 
permits, or encourages the use of the child for the purposes of sexual stimulation of the perpetrator or 
another person. This includes, but is not limited to:

· incest,
· rape,
· prostitution,
· romantic involvement with any participant,
· any sexual intercourse, or sexual conduct with, or fondling of an individual enrolled as a child or youth 

in sponsored activities of this church,
· sexualized behavior that communicates sexual interest and/or content.
Examples are not limited to: displaying sexually suggestive visual materials, making sexual comments 

or innuendo about one’s own or another person’s body, touching another person’s body, hair or clothing, 
touching or rubbing oneself in the presence of another person, kissing, and sexual intercourse.

Exploitation means obtaining or using another person’s resources, including but not limited to funds, 
assets, or property, by deception, intimidation, or similar means, with the intent to deprive the person of 
those resources. Sexual exploitation includes, but is not limited to, a situation in which a parent, guardian, 
or other person allows, permits, or encourages the child to engage in an act which constitutes prostitution 
under New Hampshire law; or a parent, guardian, or other person having custodial control or supervision 
of a child or responsible for his/her welfare, allows, permits, or encourages the child to engage in an 
act of obscene or pornographic photographing, filming, or depicting of a child as determined by New 
Hampshire law. 



 

Screening for Adults
 Careful screening is one way to prevent the abuse of children, youth and vulnerable adults. Screening 

calls for a careful gathering and review of information in search of those who can provide safe and caring 
supervision in a safe environment.

 Clergy are not exempt from the screening procedures. Other inquiries related to clergy 
appointment or ordination are not acceptable substitutes. The integrity of the Safe Sanctuaries policy 
requires full clergy participation and compliance.

1. Volunteers must have been:
a. Active, participating members of the church for at least two months, 
b. OR active, participating attendees for at least two months,
c. OR provide a reference from an accepted source, such as another church, school, etc.,
d. AND complete a background check,
e. AND be approved by the currently serving pastor and the Safe Sanctuaries board.

2. Paid positions must:
a. Complete an application,
b. AND a background check,
c. AND provide three references from an accepted source, such as a church, school, etc.
d. AND be approved by the currently serving pastor and the Safe Sanctuaries board.

3. Background checks will be completed for all persons, paid or volunteer. 
All persons will provide the information needed to perform the background checks. By signing the 
form, the applicant gives permission to have references checked, when applicable, and 
background screening completed by the appropriate authority.  

4. Item 3 applies to persons working in the areas covered by this policy at the time of the adoption 
of the policy. These persons will be allowed to continue in their activities while item 3 is 
completed.

5. If any of the reports from the background checks raise questions about fitness of the applicant, 
the application will be denied. The church reserves the right to turn away any persons for service.

6. If the applicant is found to have been involved in any activity in which the applicant abused or 
exploited children or youth, the applicant will not be approved. Any conviction of a crime against 
children or youth shall disqualify any applicant.

7. All applications and paperwork resulting from reference and background checks will be 
considered confidential and kept in a locked, fireproof cabinet in the church office. The 
determination of whether a particular crime is serious enough to result in the church denying an 
application shall be made by the church in their sole discretion. Without in any way limiting those 
crimes which the church may determine to be serious, the following are guidelines. Persons 
having a criminal history of any of the following types of offenses shall not be allowed to serve in 
any ministry with children and youth:

a. Child abuse, whether physical, emotional, sexual, or neglectful
b. Violent offenses, including murder, rape, assault, domestic violence, etc
c. Persons having a criminal history of DUI or DWI conviction within the 5 years 

immediately prior to application shall not be allowed to act as a driver.
d. Persons having a criminal history of a drug related conviction within the 5 years 

immediately prior to application shall not be allowed to participate in the event.
8. All applicants must attend Safe Sanctuary training that will be provided by the church at least 

once annually.

Supervision
1. When engaging in ministry with children and youth, volunteers and staff are prohibited from 

perpetrating any and all forms of abuse and exploitation. (See definitions.)
2. When engaging in ministry with children and youth:



a. At least two unrelated adults must be present in a room. This may include the presence 
of an adult “roamer” who moves in and out of rooms/ministry activities.

b. Any one-to-one mentoring or counseling shall be conducted in sight of another adult.
c. One adult can be in contact with multiple children or youth so long as they are in line of 

sight of another adult(s).
d. The door or hallway wall must have an unobstructed window to allow an unobstructed 

view of the room, or
e. The door must be left open to provide an unobstructed view of the room.

3. When transporting children to and/or from church activities, a situation where there is one child 
and one unrelated adult alone in a vehicle shall be avoided. Ministry activities involving 
transportation shall require written and signed permission from parents/guardians.

4. In no case is physical discipline an appropriate measure to deal with problems.
5. When engaging in ministry with children and youth, adults are expected to maintain appropriate 

physical and emotional boundaries.
6. No child or youth should be left unsupervised while attending a ministry event/activity.
7. If at all possible, at least one adult who is trained and certified in First Aid and CPR will be 

present at all ministry activities involving children and youth.
8. No person shall supervise an age group unless he/she is at least 18 years of age and/or is at 

least 5 years older than the children/youth being supervised. A youth assistant is anyone under 
the age of 18 who may work with children and youth only when supervised by an adult over the 
age of 18 years. Background checks on youth under the age of 18 are inaccessible.

Training
1. All adults working with children and youth in ministry activities will be provided with a copy of this 

policy. Training shall include the definitions, expectations and applications of this policy and 
procedures. No person shall, after this policy becomes effective, have any direct or indirect 
contact with children and/or youth until after they have familiarized themselves with this policy.

2. The church will offer at least annually age-appropriate educational opportunities for adults 
working with children and youth and for parents, children, and youth on recognizing signs of and 
reducing the risks of abuse and exploitation.

Outside Organizations Using Church Facilities
1. Organizations, individuals, and institutions that are not related to or controlled by the church and 

are using the church building for their own activities are expected to adhere to this policy, or
 2. They should develop their own policy which is at least as thorough as this one and provide a copy 

of the policy they use to the pastor in charge or church administrator before using the building, as 
agreed upon in the building use agreement.

Reporting Misconduct
Reporting is required by any staff or volunteer that personally witnesses an incident of abuse or 

exploitation, when an allegation of an event of abuse or exploitation is made to staff or a volunteer by a 
third party and/or when a child discloses abuse or exploitation to a staff member or volunteer. It is crucial 
that reporting be immediate and the allegations dealt with as soon in time as possible to the incident or 
disclosure.

1. The staff person or volunteer who observes alleged abuse or to whom such abuse is reported or 
disclosed, or who suspects abuse is required to report the incident/suspected abuse immediately 
to the person in charge of the ministry/activity. Upon receiving the information, the person in 
charge of the ministry/activity shall immediately contact New Hampshire State Child Protective 
Services. The Pastor in charge and immediate staff supervisor are to be informed immediately 
before or subsequent to the making of a report.



2. The person in charge of the ministry/activity in which the alleged abuse was observed or 
disclosed shall immediately attempt to obtain necessary information such as the name of the 
alleged victim and his/her address and family information.

3. If the accused is the appointed clergy, supply pastor or a member of his/her family, the 
allegations shall be immediately reported to the District Superintendent. The District 
Superintendent shall immediately report to the proper authorities as set forth in item 1 above. The 
District Superintendent will take responsibility and act according to the established rules in The 
Book of Discipline with respect to claims against the pastor. If the District Superintendent is not 
available, the incident should be reported to the Bishop’s office. 

4. All clergy are included in mandatory reporting as required by The Book of Discipline. All clergy of 
the United Methodist Church are charged to maintain all confidences inviolate, including 
confessional confidences, except in cases of suspected child abuse or neglect or in cases where 
mandatory reporting is required by civil law. (Paragraph 341.5) 

5. After the person in charge of the ministry/activity has reported the suspected abuse to the proper 
authorities, the appointed clergy/supply pastors are to report the incident immediately to the 
District Superintendent. If the District Superintendent is unavailable, the incident should be 
reported to the Bishop’s office.

6. The person in charge of the ministry/event must keep a written report of the steps taken by the 
Church in response to the reported abuse. The report should be kept brief and contain only 
factual information relevant to the situation. This report should be kept in a secure place. It should 
be written or typed to prevent it from being changed. 

RESPONSE PLAN
 A quick, compassionate and unified response to an alleged incident of abuse is expected. All 

allegations will be taken seriously. In all cases of reported or observed abuse there shall be cooperation 
with all official investigating agencies.

1. All media requests for statements should be directed to the Annual Conference Director of 
Communications. Refer all inquiries to the spokesperson. Do not give out any information, simply 
state that all inquiries will be answered by our spokesperson.

2. Immediately, and with dignity and respect for the sacred worth of the accused, remove the 
accused from further involvement with children and youth and advise the accused there has been 
an allegation of abuse. Details of the allegations of the abuse should not be discussed with the 
accused at the time of the removal. In any removal of a staff member or volunteer from any 
activity/ministry, care should be taken to handle the removal in a discreet manner, recognizing 
that there will be an investigation by either state or church authorities, or both.

3. When it has been alleged that a member of the church staff or volunteer, has committed an act of 
abuse or exploitation, the staff member or volunteer shall be required to refrain from all ministry/
activities with children and youth until the incident has been fully resolved by the appropriate state 
authorities and/or in accordance with The Book of Discipline. 

4. Notify the parents/guardians of the victim and take whatever steps are necessary to assure the 
safety and well being of the child or youth until the parent(s)/guardians arrive.
NOTE: If one or both of the parents is the alleged abuser, follow the advice of the 
authorities concerning notification of others. 

5. Take all allegations seriously and reach out to the victim and the victim’s family. Show care and 
support to help prevent further hurt. Extend whatever pastoral resources are needed. Remember 
that the care and safety of the victim is the first priority. Respond in a positive and supportive 
manner to the victim and the victim’s family.

6. The church should provide a supportive atmosphere to all those who are affected, offering both 
objectivity and empathy and creating a climate in which healing may take place.

Covenant Statement
The Lebanon United Methodist Church, United Methodist hereby pledge to conduct the ministry of 

Jesus Christ in ways that assure the physical and emotional safety and spiritual growth of all of children 



and youth in our care as well as all of whom work with children and youth. We will follow reasonable 
safety measures when selecting and recruiting workers; we will implement prudent operational 
procedures in all areas of programming and care; we will train our workers with children and youth on our 
procedures and policies; and we will have a clearly defined procedure for reporting a suspected incident 
of abuse that conforms to the requirements of New Hampshire law.

Conclusion
In all of our ministries with children and youth, the church is committed to demonstrating the love of 

Jesus Christ so that each child and youth will be “surrounded by steadfast love… established in the faith 
and confirmed and strengthened in the way that leads to life eternal." 

(Baptismal Covenant II, United Methodist Book of Worship, p.96).
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