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Creating a Safe 

Environment at Churches
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Quiz

Most molestations result in some form of 

physical evidence.

Offenders who molest males outside of the 

home tend to have a lower number of offenses.

Offenders hardly ever molest with others present 

or nearby.

As compared to the general population, fewer 

offenders consider themselves to be “religious”.

Are fewer offenders “religious”?

Percentage of general 
population that has 
religious preference:

A.  93%

B.  83%

C. 73%

Percentage of 

admitted child 

molesters that has a 

religious preference:

A. 93%

B. 73%

C. 53%
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111 male sex offenders

Atheists

Dropouts

Converts

Stayers
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Atheists

Youngest offenders

Oldest victims

Greatest percentage of offenders with a non-

sexual offense history

8

Dropouts

Slightly more likely to have prior sexual offense 

conviction

9

Eshuys and Smallbone, Religious Affiliations 
Among Adult Sex Offenders, Sex Abuse:  
A Journal of Research ad Treatment 18: 
279-88 (2006).
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Converts

Had almost 3x more non-sexual offense 

convictions than other groups (but great 

variance within group)

10

Stayers

More victims

Younger victims

More sexual offense convictions

11

Why?

Situational dynamics

Unsupervised access

Continued access

12
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Why?

Cognitive distortion (thinking errors) specific to 

religion

God will forgive me

God made me this way

God will protect the victim

I can make up for wrongs with good deeds

13

14

Child abuse has a spiritual impact.

Study of 527 victims of abuse (physical, sexual 

or emotional) 

Found a significant “spiritual injury” such as 

feelings of guilt, anger, grief, despair, doubt, fear 

of death, and belief that God is unfair. 

Survivors of childhood abuse report praying 

more frequently and having a “spiritual 

experience.”

15

Lawson, Drebing, Berg, Vincellette, & Penk, The 
Long Term Impact of Child Abuse on Religious 
Behavior and Spirituality in Men, 22(5) Child 
Abuse & Neglect 369, 376-377 (1998). 
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Clergy abuse has a particular 

impact.

Church attendance decreases

Less likely to trust God

Relationship with God often ceases to grow

16

17

Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.

Ephesians 5:22

18

McLaughlin, Devastated Spirituality:  The 
Impact of Clergy Sexual Abuse on the 
Survivor’s Relationship with God, 
1(2) Sexual Addiction & Compulsivity 
(1994).



7/15/2019

7

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the 

church and gave himself up for her . . . 

Ephesians 5:25

[H]usbands ought to love their wives as their own 

bodies.  He who loves his wife loves himself.

Ephesians 5:28

19

If your brother sins against you, go and show him 

his fault, just between the two of you.  If he listens, 

you have won your brother over.  But if he will not 

listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every 

matter may be established by the testimony of two 

or three witnesses.’  If he refuses to listen to them, 

tell it to the church . . ..

Matthew 18: 15 - 17

20

Respect the Religion

View of clergy

Emphases of 

Loss of virginity

Adultery

Homosexuality

Command to forgive

Patriarchal emphasis

21
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There is a distinction between 

reporting and testifying.

23

Clergy are mandatory reporters.

ARS 13-3620(A)(2)

24
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May withhold reporting of 

confidential communication or 

confession
Received in role as clergy

In the course of the discipline enjoined by the 

church to which the belongs 

If clergy member determines that it is reasonable 

and necessary within the concepts of the 

religion. 

Only applies to the communication or 

confession, not to personal observations the 

clergy may make of the minor. 
25

2003 Legislative History

Committee Research Analyst explained that 

amendment adds Christian Science 

practitioners, in addition to clergy and priests, as 

persons who are exempt from the duty to report

suspected child abuse or neglect and 

examination related to information obtained 

within the context of a penitent confessional.

26

Testimony

In civil or criminal litigation re: a child's neglect, 

dependency, abuse or abandonment, a member 

of the clergy shall not, without his consent, be 

examined as a witness concerning any 

confession made to him in his role as a member 

of the clergy in the course of the discipline 

enjoined by the church to which he belongs. 

This subsection does not discharge a member of 

the clergy from the duty to report pursuant to 

subsection A of this section.

27

13-3620(A)
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Privilege can be waived

V’s mom sued church for failing to report (church 

was counseling offender)

3 church officials claimed privilege

During police investigation offender told police 

the substance of his statements to church 

officials.

This waived privilege.

Clergy had no additional “independent” privilege.

Left 1st Amendment issue.

28

There is no marital privilege in 

child abuse, but….

D told wife he molested stepdaughter.

D and wife met with bishop.  

D admits to bishop (in wife’s presence) that he 

molested stepdaughter.

Privilege was NOT waived by presence of wife.

Wife’s presence did not indicate lack of intent to 

keep privilege confidential.

29

30

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints v. 
Superior Court In and For Maricopa County, 
159 Ariz. 24 (App. 1988).

State v. Archibeque, 223 Ariz. 231 (2009).
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Policy:  Pre-Allegation

Church must 

Recognize that sex offenders do use 

churches and that victims are in our churches

Educate church workers and volunteers and 

parents and children

Require background checks for all employees 

and volunteers (but don’t get a false sense of 

security)

Demand compliance with mandatory reporting 

law (consider exceeding legal requirements)
32

ARS 13-3620(A)(5)

“Any other person who has responsibility for the 

care or treatment of the minor”

33
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Policy:  Pre-Allegation

Code of Conduct:  Set boundaries for the 

behavior of employees and volunteers

Ability to monitor

Authority to handle

Require all employees and volunteers to read 

and acknowledge policy (yearly)

Require minimum time of membership before 

allowing to volunteer

Respect people who express honest concerns 

about others
34

Policy:  Boundaries

Communication through church email and phone 

vs. personal

Group activities vs. one-on-one or sub-group

Social-networking issues

Sleepovers

Personally transporting children

Horseplay/wrestling

Closed door one-on-one counseling (male or 

female) 

35

Troubled Teens and Pre-Teens

Minister vs. friend

Parents are presumptively first line of help

36
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Policy:  PROHIBIT

Investigating (e.g., interviewing witnesses)

Notifying accused (and others) of allegations 

before completion of police investigation

Putting victim and offender together

Traumatizes victim – lessens chance of further 

reporting

Reinforces victim’s feelings of guilt

38

Policy:  PROHIBIT

Releasing details of report/investigation

People from using church as “character reference”

39
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Policy:  REQUIRE

Cooperation with investigation

Proper handling within church

Pastor assigned to victim/family?

Staff member assigned to accused?

Not senior pastor

Explain process to victim/family

Confidentiality

Protects victim’s/family’s privacy

Assists investigation

40

41

Up to Church – BUT, 

at a minimum

Notify responsible group of adults

Require trained, appropriate chaperone

Restrict activities

e.g., attend traditional v. contemporary 

service

Sit in adult sections

42



7/15/2019

15

At A Minimum

Do not allow to hold position of authority

Consider child’s perspective

If sex offender is on probation, meet with 

probation officer

Promote open communication

Develop plan for attending services

Beware of multiple deviancies

43




