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Introduction
For the purposes of this discussion, we will be dealing
with clergy sexual misconduct specifically directed towards adults.
This discussion is an overview of adult exploitation by clergy, and
readers are encouraged to refer to the bibliography for additional
resources. My hope is to offer readers a general knowledge of
sexual exploitation of adults by clergy, why it is not acceptable in
contemporary congregations, what congregations can do to respond
to abuse, and how congregations can begin to prevent abuse from
occurring.
This thesis is written for the average American church
attendee who has probably heard about clergy sexual misconduct
from the television or casual conversation but doesn’t really
understand what it is or probably believes it only happens to children
but not to adults. Many will probably believe that they themselves
could never be victims since they are adults or since they are
married.
Some readers may identify as church regulars, but many may
not. Many may believe that having been regular churchgoers their
whole lives, they are immune to being possible victims. Some readers
may have heard about clergy misconduct but, thanks to the recent
media attention, believe it is only a concern for the Catholic Church.
Many will not believe it can happen in their own congregations. Some
1

may be reading this because they know of an incidence of sexual

denominations. At the end of this paper is a bibliography containing

misconduct that happened but lack the language and resources to

resources to find policies enacted by different denominations

begin to know what to do with the information they possess or how

created to deal with the issue of sexual exploitation of adults by

to take action.

clergy. For the purposes of this paper, I will only be discussing clergy

Most denominations have been wrestling with the issue of
clergy misconduct for over twenty years. When this conversation
about ministerial sexual misconduct first started, many churches,
denominations, and church leaders questioned whether or not
clergy misconduct was even an issue. Many congregations and
denominations, within especially the Protestant church, believed it

sexual misconduct with adults within Christian congregations.
However, I would remind readers that clergy sexual misconduct is
not limited to Christianity or even, I would argue, organized religion.
Even though the discussions here are aimed at a Christian reader,
much of the material discussed identifies cultural factors that exist in
many contexts.

was always perfectly healthy that sometimes those in ministry were

Since denominations and congregations now understand

finding life partners within their own congregations. The stereotype

that sexual misconduct can occur within their own sacred spaces,

of the new minister fresh out of seminary dating the congregation’s

one of the conscious goals of a congregation is to employ ministers

organist, getting married, having children and living happily ever after

who will not abuse. But how can this effectively be done? Abusers

was considered a positive ideal. There are certainly some instances

and potential abusers are not going to carry around signs stating

were clergy have historically had open and public courtships with a

their intentions to be abusive. Every congregation wants to attract

member of their congregation which resulted in a happy marriage

the leaders discussed in 1Timothy 3:1-3 who are of the highest

but we now know that assuming that this was the norm for all

spiritual maturity and moral integrity, but few congregants have any

relationships is problematic and has led to congregants being

idea what that exactly means. There are no verses in scripture that

abused. To make matters worse, there was a common assumption

dictate who is an abuser, when they abuse, or what leads certain

in professional and pastoral ethics that ministers could do no wrong.

clergy members to become abusive. As a result, many congregants

Therefore, most clergy who were predators in their congregations

may find themselves overwhelmed with the problem and how to

got away with it since most congregations found it easier to blame

digest the resources available. Because many congregants don’t fully

the victim than hold the clergy member accountable. That a clergy

understand clergy sexual misconduct, especially when it deals with

member would willingly prey on a member of the congregation was

adults, they may find themselves relying solely on effective policies

unthinkable.

to safeguard congregants from abusive ministers and potentially

Today most denominations recognize clergy misconduct as a
serious issue within their congregations and have published policies

abusive situations.
When learning about clergy sexual misconduct, some

that are easily accessible to the public, outlining what they expect to

congregants may want to know exactly who abuses, or why they

be proper conduct for those called to ministry within their respective

abuse, or under exactly what circumstances does the abuse occur.
Many believe that if they know the answer to these questions, they

2

3

will be able to make a fool-proof, 100% effective policy. Unfortunately

and traumas felt by victims and congregations when abuse occurs

clergy sexual misconduct is very difficult to predict.1 The problem

because everyone involved will have been educated on the issue.

is that “no one factor in and of itself can be identified as the reason
why a given minister succumbs to sexual temptation. In most cases,
a combination of factors contributes to their behavior.”2 This should
act as a word of caution to any congregation who believes that any
and all abuse can be prevented once the right policies are put in
place. There is no set-it-and-forget-it foolproof policy that prevents
abuse. So should we give up in even trying to create policies to
prevent abuse if no policy will ever be perfect? Of course not, but I
would caution a congregation against being tempted to believe that
once a policy is in place, the congregation no longer has to think
about or be aware of the issue.
Many seminaries, private groups, and denominations

I believe that congregations can no longer rely on ignorance
to be an acceptable excuse for not taking a pro-active approach
to prevent sexual misconduct by their clergy. I believe that
congregations must hold abusive leadership accountable for their
actions. Congregations must resist the temptation, when abuse
does occur, to silence the victim, brush the entire incident from the
church record, and in the name of safeguarding the reputation of
the church, allow the offending clergy to get away with the abuse.
Developing good policies, creating clear guidelines for acceptable
and unacceptable behavior in the clergy role, and having methods
of accountability for the clergy are some ways churches can assist
in preventing clergy sexual misconduct.4 Research indicates that

have spent a lot of time, energy, and resources in training church

ministers who withstand sexual temptation have an understanding

leadership about abusive behavior, what it is, how to prevent it, and

about their own personal susceptibility, recognize the danger signals,

what to do about it if it does occur. The prevailing understanding is

build strong support systems outside of their congregation and have

that educating clergy about abuse will actually help prevent abuse

congregations who will hold the minister accountable for his or

from occurring.3 I am arguing that in addition to this education for

her actions.5

clergy, an effective approach to preventing clergy sexual misconduct
is to empower the saints, so to speak, and educate the congregants
within the congregation. Equipping ministers and congregants alike
about what clergy sexual exploitation and misconduct is, why it can
happen, and what to do about it, would seem to be a doubly effective
weapon to combat clergy sexual misconduct than just educating
the clergy and church hierarchy. At the very least, my hope is that
educating the congregants as well as church leadership and ministers
about this issue will help minimize the negative repercussions
1
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 174.
2
ibid
3
Beliefnet, “Questions and Answers About Clergy Sexual Misconduct,” http://www.beliefnet.com/
News/2001/01/Questions-And-Answers-About-Clergy-Sexual-Misconduct.aspx (accessed February 16, 2013).
4

4
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 174-175.
5
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 174-175.
5

What is Adult Exploitation by Clergy?
It might be useful to define terms such as sexual abuse,
sexual exploitation, sexual coercion, sexual misconduct, and sexual
harassment because these terms occur regularly in conversations
about sexual exploitation and sexual abuse in congregations. Diana
Garland of Baylor University defines clergy sexual misconduct this
way: “Minister, priests, rabbis, or other clergypersons or religious
leaders who make sexual advances or propositions to persons in
the congregations they serve who are not their spouses or
significant others.”6
In Restoring the Soul of the Church, sexual abuse, not just
clergy sexual abuse, is defined “as sexual involvement or contact
by one person with a minor or one who is legally competent to
consent.”7 Sexual coercion is “the use of force (physical, emotional,
spiritual or supervisory) to gain sexual gratification.”8 Sexual
exploitation is “a betrayal of trust in pastoral relationship by the
development or the attempted development of a sexual or romantic
relationship between a church worker and a person with whom
that worker has a pastoral relationship.”9 Sexual harassment
“includes unwelcome sexual oriented humor, language, questions
6
Baylor University School of Social Work, «The Prevalence of Clergy Sexual Misconduct
with Adults: A Research Study Executive Summary,» updated unknown, http://www.baylor.edu/
clergysexualmisconduct/index.php?id=67406 (accessed February 10, 2013).
7
Restoring the soul of a church, ed. Mark Laaser and Nancy Myer Hopkins (Bethesda, MD: Alban
Institute, 1995), xi.
8
ibid
9
ibid
6
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or comments about sexual behavior or preference unrelated to

viewed as children who did not have their own competent voice

employment qualifications; undesired physical contact; inappropriate

and needed the protection and instruction of men in order to be

comments about clothing or physical appearance; or repeated

functional members of society. Marriage was seen as a protective

requests for social engagements in a situation where there is an

structure to safe guard women from being raped and exploited.

employment, mentor, or colleague relationship between the persons

While our understanding today of marriage as a partnership of

involved.”10 It is important to know that multiple offenses can happen

equals has certainly changed and women are no longer seen as

simultaneously, such as sexual harassment and sexual exploitation.

property to be bought, sold, or exchanged, the idea that marriage

For the purposes of this discussion, we will focus on sexual

is the ultimate protection from exploitation is still prevalent.

exploitation; however sexual abuse, coercion, and harassment are
also offensive behaviors that do not have a place within contemporary
Christian congregations. Because we will be focusing on adults instead
of children, I will try to use the term sexual exploitation instead of
abuse to discuss this particular form of clergy sexual misconduct.

Different factors can lead to anyone becoming a victim of
sexual exploitation by clergy, including a lack of belief that sexual
exploitation can happen to them. Many individuals who are married
believe it can never happen to them because they are married and
the clergy knows their spouse. It is important that every one in a
congregation understands that they could become a victim of sexual

Why should I care? I would never be a possible victim,
would I?
Some readers may find the idea quite ludicrous that adults
within their congregation or even they themselves could become
victims of sexual exploitation. There is a pervasive idea within our
churches and our society as a whole that adults, especially married
ones, cannot be sexually exploited or abused. Children can be sexual
exploited or abused because children are seen as not being able
to make competent choices for themselves. Children are seen as
innocent and easily manipulated; thus, they need to be protected
in order to be safe. A competent adult is recognized as having
the perceived ability to protect one’s self. Because of the feminist

exploitation. It is tempting to look at the available statistics from
Marie Fortune’s Faith Trust Institute11 or Diana Garland’s Clergy Sexual
Misconduct Survey12 and conclude that sexual exploitation only occurs
to a certain demographic of individuals, such as women but not
men and, therefore, only women need to be aware of the dangers
of sexual misconduct. I cannot stress enough how misleading this
assumption would be. Sexual misconduct affects everyone within a
congregation, including young and old, men and women, and every
possible race and ethnicity. It is not the problem of only one group of
individuals.
11
Faith Trust Institute, “Sexual Violence” updated unknown, http://www.faithtrustinstitute.org/resources/statistics/sexual-violence (accessed January 26, 2013).
12
Baylor University School of Social Work, «The Prevalence of Clergy Sexual Misconduct with Adults:
A Research Study Executive Summary,” updated unknown, http://www.baylor.edu/clergysexualmisconduct/index.
php?id=67406 (accessed February 10, 2013).

revolution and suffrage movement in this country we now see women
as competent adults on their own. However, previously, women were
10
1995), xi.
8

Restoring the soul of a church, ed. Mark Laaser and Nancy Myer Hopkins (Bethesda, MD: Alban Institute,
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How often does it happen?

5. Of the entire sample, 8% report having known about CSM
occurring in a congregation they have attended. Therefore,

Baptist counselor Roy Woodruff, executive director of

in the average American congregation of 400 congregants,

the three-thousand member American Association of Pastoral

there are, on average, 32 persons who have experienced CSM

Counselors, sums up the concerns by informed church authorities

in their community of faith.15

about the frequency of sexual abuse among clergy. He states,
“According to informed estimates, about 15 percent (of clergy) either
have or are violating sexual ethical boundaries. I don’t think I would
use the word ‘epidemic’ . . . but I suspect the number of incidents is
increasing.”13 Approximately one out of eight clergy is or has been
violating sexual ethical boundaries.

About these results, Garland states, “Of course, CSM does not
occur evenly across congregations, but these statistics demonstrate
the widespread nature of CSM and refutes the commonly held belief
that it is a case of a few charismatic and powerful leaders preying on
vulnerable followers.”16 Joe Trull adds, “If two decades of research
is accurate, 10 to 12 percent of ministers engage in sexual relations

In a 2008 national survey conduct to determine the prevalence of
clergy misconduct, Diana Garland found the following:

14

1. More than 3% of women who had attended a congregation
in the past month reported that they had been the object
of CSM (clergy sexual misconduct) at some time in their
adult lives;
2. 92% of these sexual advances had been made in secret,
not in open dating relationships; and
3. 67% of the offenders were married to someone else at
the time of the advance.
4. In the average American congregation of 400 persons, with
women representing, on average, 60% of the congregation,
there are on average of 7 women who have experienced
clergy sexual misconduct.

with members of their church, and 25 to 35 percent of clergy admit
to sexually inappropriate behavior with parishioners.“17 This is an
astounding statistic.

Factors that are known to contribute to sexual
exploitation
Certain factors are known to contribute to sexual exploitation. Some
deal with attitudes that occur before the exploitation takes place, and
some factors contribute to why the exploitation continues and is not
stopped. Readers should be aware of all these factors and why they
might be problematic. Factors that are known to contributing to the
possibility of sexual exploitation occurring include the following:
1.

Friends, family and other church goers saying nothing
even though they see warning signs of clergy acting
inappropriately. Generally this is due to having absolute trust

13
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 169.
14
Baylor University School of Social Work, «The Prevalence of Clergy Sexual Misconduct with Adults:
A Research Study Executive Summary,” updated unknown, http://www.baylor.edu/clergysexualmisconduct/index.
php?id=67406 (accessed February 10, 2013).
10

15
Baylor University School of Social Work, «The Prevalence of Clergy Sexual Misconduct with Adults:
A Research Study Executive Summary,” updated unknown, http://www.baylor.edu/clergysexualmisconduct/index.
php?id=67406 (accessed February 10, 2013).
16
ibid
17
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 174.
11

in the leader, so the witness’ write off what they have

The church as a sanctuary, community, and symbol of faith holds a

seen saying that what they saw couldn’t possibly be what

very special place within the hearts and minds of people. Because

really happened.

of this, when accusations of abuse surface, the first reaction of

18

2.

Most congregations believe in living in a culture of “niceness.”
“‘Nice’ means not being confrontational, giving everyone
(especially clergy and those in positions of power within the
church) the ‘benefit of the doubt,’ and overlooking social
indiscretions in order to avoid embarrassment.”

19

3.

4.

finding out what happened or seek justice for the victim as a second
or third priority.24 For instance, say a minister is very active for years
in the church youth program, a pillar program of the congregation.

exploitation. Such things as cell phones and email can help

programs and grow the congregation, but also to leave some kind of

an intimate affair exist in complete invisibility to the family,

legacy program for which the minister would be remembered. The

friends, and congregants around the involved parties.20

minister works hard with the youth program, and both the youth

Most religious leaders have no oversight and are free to

Religious leaders can quickly be fulfilling multiple roles
to their congregants such as religious leader, counselor
and personal friend. This multiplicity of roles can lead to
a blurring of boundaries and confusion, which can make
members of the congregation vulnerable and dependent.22

program and the congregation grow as a result of the minister’s
efforts. The minister becomes a symbol for this new growth and a
symbol for the whole church as a new, dynamic, vibrant community.
However, at some point, it becomes apparent that this great minister
has had sexual relationships with another adult in the congregation.
The common reaction in most congregations would be to silence
the victim, minimize the victim’s testimony, and try as quickly as
possible to have the entire incident go away. The motivation for this
reaction is generally a concern about how the scandal would affect
the reputation of the church, now symbolized by this charismatic

Sanctuaries are seen as safe places. As such, congregants

minister. Many might even be tempted to say that because the victim

will share and say things that they would not normally share

was an adult not a child, no harm was done. Most members within

with others.23

the congregation will wish for the entire incident to simply go away.

18
Baylor University School of Social Work, «The Prevalence of Clergy Sexual Misconduct with Adults:
A Research Study Executive Summary,” updated unknown, http://www.baylor.edu/clergysexualmisconduct/index.
php?id=67406 (accessed February 10, 2013).
19
ibid
20
ibid
21
ibid
22
ibid
23 ibid
12

this means first protecting the good name of the church and then

Like many ministers, this minister wanted not only to create new

for their actions.21

6.

wagons mentality. Often for many members of the congregation

Technology, for all its benefits, can also contribute to sexual

move about the community without immediate accountability

5.

congregations and church hierarchy may be is a circling-of-the-

24
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 180.
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Is there a common abuse scenario?

Whether the allegations are true or not, church leaders usually
choose one of two options: they either support the pastor and try

There is no common abuse scenario. Victims and offending
clergy come from all walks of life, age groups, ethnic backgrounds

to keep the charges undercover, or they force the pastor to leave
through resignation or termination.” 26

and family structures. Diana Garland highlights this diversity in
her report Clergy Sexual Misconduct25 that highlights the stories of
four victims, Carolyn, Kimberly, Lori and Mandy. Carolyn was in
her thirties, married, completing seminary, and a Lutheran actively
involved in her church. Having a crisis in faith, she sought counseling
from her pastor. Kimberly was also married, had children, and was
a Baptist actively involved in the congregation. Kimberly did consult
her pastor for regular counseling about how to deal with losing her
mother and two brothers within five years. Lori was also married and
a mom, but being Jewish, her story occurred in Temple with a rabbi.
She was not a regular member of temple, but did seek the rabbi’s
advice about problems within her marriage. Mandy was an eighteen
year old who was active in church, unmarried, and did not seek her
pastor’s advice for counseling. All were victims of sexual exploitation
by their clergy. While only a small sampling, Dr. Garland’s case
studies refute the idea that there is a “typical” victim.
There is no common abuse scenario or common victim, but
there does tend to be a common way in which congregations have
reacted to allegations of clergy sexual misconduct. Generally the
reaction is not positive or helpful. Trull states, “A common scenario
is as follows: Secrecy is urged by church leaders for the sake of the
church and the families involved. As news of the incident spreads,
many blame the female victim, assuming she is guilty of seducing
the minister. Others suggest that the pastor’s wife may be at fault. If
only she had been an adequate partner, he would not have strayed!
25
Baylor University School of Social Work, «The Prevalence of Clergy Sexual Misconduct with Adults:
A Research Study Executive Summary,” updated unknown, http://www.baylor.edu/clergysexualmisconduct/index.
php?id=67406 (accessed February 10, 2013).
14

26
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 179.
15

Who are the victims of adult exploitation
by clergy?
It is statistically true that most victims of sexual exploitation
by clergy are women, but it should never be assumed that all
victims are women. It would also be wrong to assume that sexual
exploitation could never happen to someone because they are
happily married, or they are male and the minister is female, or they
are gay and the minister is straight, or vice-versa on all accounts.
Gender and sexual identification markers are not indicators for
whether someone is more or less likely to abuse or be abused.
Everyone has the potential to be a victim.

It’s not about the sex
Sexual exploitation by a member of the clergy with a
congregant is not a simple matter of sexual transgression. Most
church members see their church experience as a place of refuge
and solace. It is a safe place where they can be vulnerable and find
comfort. It is a place where people go to find support and solace in
the midst of incredible pain, and it is where they go to give thanks
and rejoice in the midst of blessing. Many church members see
fellow members of their congregations as extended members of
16

17

their family, similar to brothers and sisters. Many congregants see

is susceptible to sexual misconduct because he may cross healthy

the minister, pastor, priest, and clergy member as the father figure of

boundaries to fulfill his own personal needs.”28

the congregation. This understanding has led to many congregants
to refer to each other as “brother x,” “sister y,” and the clergy
member as “father.” Female clergy will not be referred to as “father,”
but are still generally seen as the head of the congregation and a
parental figure.
It is important to realize that rarely is adult exploitation by
clergy about sex. Often the sex is an extension of a misuse of power.
Trull in Ministerial Ethics: Moral Foundations for Church Leaders states,
“The ministry is an attractive profession for anyone who is looking to
exploit vulnerable people, claims Roy Woodruff. ‘The average parish
pastor has no one he reports to or is supervised by. And he has a
lot of needy people coming for help. A pastor who could be needy
himself can exploit the needs of others.’”27
The father figure symbolism is a deeply ingrained tradition

Incest victims and those who have been sexually
exploited by professionals have remarkably similar
symptoms
Understanding the similarities between victims of clergy
sexual exploitation and victims of incest can help congregations
understand why sexual exploitation by clergy is so traumatic even
though all the parties involved are adults. Joe Trull takes note of
how psychiatrist Glen Gabbard’s observation that “Incest victims
and those who have been sexually exploited by professionals have
remarkably similar symptoms: shame, intense guilt associated with
a feeling that they were somehow responsible for their victimization,
feelings of isolation and forced silence, poor self-esteem, suicidal

within many Christian churches. While many congregants may

and/or self-destructive behavior and denial. Reaction of friends and

find this tradition to be a comfort, it does have a dark side.

family—disbelief, discounting, embarrassment— are also similar in

Some ministers may see themselves as the “father” figure of the

both groups.”29

congregation, and as a “father” figure of a traditional household,
he may regard himself as accountable to no one. Worse, the clergy
member may see the church resources, including its members, as
resources to use at the clergy person’s personal discretion.
Even clergy with the best of intentions can fall into disaster.

As we have already discussed, the church generally is seen
as functioning like a traditional family with the minister as the father
(God and also the traditional head of household) and fellow believers
as siblings.30 Comparing adult exploitation by clergy to acts of family
incest is, therefore, not an improbable comparison. David Brubaker,

Again Trull says, “As a professional caregiver, a minister may have

like Trull, reveals five traits that are common between survivors of

difficulty accepting his limitations, especially in counseling members

family incest and adult exploitation by clergy:

of the opposite gender. Pastors who see themselves as rescuers may
create a codependent relationship that is dangerous and can lead
to the potential for exploitive behavior. A rescuer-healer minister
27
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 175.
18

28
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 176.
29
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, 171.
30
Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church Leaders, 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 171.
19

1.

Social isolation31 – most feel then cannot tell their family,

mate” is suppose to be the person we marry, commune with, and

friends and others about what is happening so they retreat

stay with for our entire lives.

into themselves
2.

3.

Blurred boundaries32 – this can include emotional, physical

we marry and live with for the rest of our lives.36 In many parts of

or sexual boundaries

the world, arranged marriages either by parents, extended family,

The paradoxical feelings of inadequacy and perfectionism33 –
many victims are told that they have been “chosen” and that
they get special attention for being “special.” Victims may feel
shame for what is happening but also a desire to continually
seek out the abusers approval since they have isolated
themselves from receiving positive, affirming support from
others.

4.

The “no talk” rule, which distorts communication34 – victims
learn very early on to keep secrets and that not keeping the
“secret” will have dire consequences

5.

It is a rather recent phenomenon that we get to choose who

or match makers is still the norm, but for many contemporary
Americans, how they determine whom they should marry is based
upon whether or not they believe someone is their “soul-mate.”
Different people may find their “soul-mate” through different ways,
such as at the grocery store, through friends, or online. Different
people may believe that love happens in different ways, such as
some may believe in love at first sight while others may believe love
can only happen after years of living with someone.
There is generally a standard criterion for a “soul-mate.”
A soul mate is someone who you can be completely honest with,
someone who will listen with rapt attention to you and who will take

Unequal power35 - there is always an unequal power dynamic

you seriously. Soul mates always have time for you and will be there

between clergy person and congregant. It is never an affair,

for you whenever you need them to be. They will celebrate with

since an affair implies a choice between two people of

you when you are happy and cry with you when you are sad. They

equal power.

are there with you through thick and thin. You can be your most
vulnerable with them and know that you are safe. The myth also
implies that you have only one soul mate, that everyone has a soul

But I thought we were soul mates?

mate, and that an important part of being an adult is finding and
marrying your soul mate.

So far we have discussed a few of the things within the

There is a serious down side to this. Anyone who has ever

church environment that will allow abuse to occur. One of the more

been in a serious relationship knows that even under the best

subtle and confusing social contributions is how we are taught to find

circumstances, all relationships will go through their ups and downs.

our “soul-mates” within contemporary society and how that “soul-

Some relationships are meant to last forever, and some might not

31
32
33
34

36
Morris, John C, First Comes Love? The Ever-Changing Face of Marriage (Cleveland, OH: The Pilgrim
Press, 2007), 82.

20

35

ibid
ibid
ibid
ibid
ibid

be. Whenever there is conflict and tension in a relationship, all

21

parties involved are going to question, to varying degrees, whether
the relationship was a good idea or not.

Warning signs every congregant and clergyperson
should know:

When the relationship is a marriage, the pressure and doubt
can be even greater since we are told by society and our churches

So how do you maintain a relationship between clergy and

that marriages are suppose to last forever. The couple involved in the

congregant that is emotional, spiritually, and physically supportive

marriage may be questioning whether they made the right decision

and not exploitive? One of the first questions many people ask

to marry each other. Though the criteria already stated above

when they learn about the possibility of adult exploitation by

may seem incredibly idealistic for any marriage, it is unfortunately

clergy happening in their congregation is, how can I be sure that

the basis for how many people determine the success of their

the relationship I have with my minister is appropriate? Here is a

relationship. If their partner is not living up to their expectations of

checklist of warning signs that can help.

a soul mate, there may be a questioning about whether they missed
out on their “real” soul mate. They might wonder if perhaps they
married the wrong person.
So this individual goes to their clergy for advice and counsel.

The first test to see if your relationship between yourself
and your clergy member is appropriate is called the publicity test.
Basically, what would others think? If you told others about the
relationship you had with your minister, would other think it strange

While in counseling, the individual realizes that the clergy member

or a bad idea? One of the key factors that seem to determine

is everything they always wanted their partner to be, but that their

whether a relationship is abusive or not is how public it is? Abuse

partner never was or couldn’t be anymore. In many ways the clergy

happens in silence and is a secret. Open, committed relationships

member by the very act of performing their duties well is the ideal

are not secret.

soul-mate pictured by society as a whole. They are someone the
individual can be completely honest with, the clergy listens and takes
the individual seriously, and the clergy member makes time for the
individual and seems to be there whenever the individual needs
them to be. The individual also realizes that the clergy member
always seems supportive of the rest of the individual’s family,
including their children or parents. In short, the clergy member is
always there for the individual through thick and thin, just like a
good soul mate should be. They’re perfect. Given this pattern, I’m
not surprised at how often sexual exploitation happens; rather I’m
honestly surprised it doesn’t happen more often.

The second test is based on physical arousal. Most
congregants get squeamish thinking about this test since not only
is talk about sex still taboo in most congregations, but thinking
about your minister (or maybe even yourself) as a sexual person is
generally a rather uncomfortable subject to say the least. However,
it is an important test. The second test is to ask yourself if the
clergy member you are interacting with is sexually aroused by your
interactions with them. These interactions can include the sharing
of sexual fantasies, sexual gestures and body language, wanting
to share other intimacies that are not called for in the scope of a
professional pastoral/congregant relationship and wanting to shift
the focus of the conversation to sexual objects.
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A third warning sign may be a minister or congregant wanting

3.

too much time or attention from a particular person. At the very

The pastor fantasizes about a sexual relationship with
the congregant.

least, it might be a warning sign that the expectations of both parties
from their interactions should be addressed. If you have concerns
about your answers to any of these questions, it is important to talk
to someone and not remain silent. Congregants and clergy alike

4.

The pastor offers to drive the congregant home.

5.

The pastor arranges meetings with the congregant outside
the normal counseling time.

should trust their intuition when something does not feel right.
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6.

Marie Fortune also offers a list of questions congregational

and his meetings with her from his accountability systems,

leadership can ask to gauge the potential for ministerial exploitation:

especially his wife.39

1. Is the minister doing a lot of counseling beyond his or
her scope of responsibility?
2. Is the minister not taking care of himself or herself, canceling
vacations, and neglecting time with family?
3. Does the pastor tend to sexualize conversations?
4. Are mechanisms of accountability being ignored?

The pastor increasingly hides his feelings for the parishioner

Hopefully, all of these questions can help readers
recognize signs of potentially abusive behavior before it happens.
Every member of the congregation should know what to do or
where to find information on what to do if they suspect that clergy
members have been acting inappropriately. Every complaint that
is made should be looked into, and every allegation should be
taken seriously.

5. Is lay leadership discouraged?
6. Does everything in the church focus on the pastor?38
Grenz and Bell offer these six signs that something might
be wrong with an individual’s relationship with their minister if:
1.

The conversation becomes increasingly personal, as the
pastor talks unduly about himself.

2.

The pastor’s physical contact has moved beyond greetings
to inappropriate pats and hugs.

37
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Who are the secondary victims of clergy
misconduct?
So far I have been discussing what we would call the primary
victim of adult sexual exploitation by clergy. The primary victim is
the individual directly involved in the exploitive situation. There may
be multiple primary victims if the clergy member has had multiple
exploitive relationships. However, these individuals are not the only
victims of the clergy’s misconduct. The clergy person’s misconduct
also includes secondary victims. Dr. Candace R. Benyei in her
book, Understanding Clergy Misconduct in Religious Systems, defines
secondary victims as “those persons who have not directly been
sexually harassed or abused (or exploited) but who nevertheless
suffer the aftereffects of the misconduct. This might include the
family of the clergyperson found guilty, the family of the primary
victim and the congregation as a whole.”40 She continues to state
“while the legal system gives recourse to primary victims of sexual
abuse and harassment, it does not provide any safety net, redress or
compensation for secondary victims.”41
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Congregations

their overall view on sex. They may become incredibly rigid and
authoritative on who, what, where, and how sex can and should

When allegations of sexual exploitation of adults in the
congregation by the clergy of the church become confirmed, most
congregations are not prepared to know what to do. Most members
will ask how could this have happened here or why did this happen,
and many members will be in a state shock about the whole affair,

occur, or they may have the reverse reaction, denying the possibility
of inappropriate sexual activity and participating in lewd jokes and
activity within the congregational context.44 Many congregants may
become spiritually dead and leave the church, having lost their faith
not only in the church but also in God.45

especially if the minister is well liked and seen as a vital part of

Once sexual exploitation has occurred, whether it is

the congregation’s health. Due to the publicity of some church

publicized to the congregation or not, if steps are not taken to help

sex scandals, more and more denominations are realizing that

the congregation as a whole deal with the aftershocks of the abuse,

cases involving clergy sexually exploiting congregants have direct

the congregation will internalize the abuse, and the abuse will

consequences for the rest of the congregation, including financial

subconsciously create havoc for the entire congregation. Sometimes

obligations, which might include fines and restitution, and emotional

this havoc lasts for decades. One congregation I know has finally

obligations to the rest of the congregation left behind to deal with

decided to try and have an interim minister for the first time in

the trauma.

decades because of an instance of sexual exploitation that happened

Clergy sexual misconduct is as traumatic for a congregation
as a family learning that one of their own is a pedophile that preyed
upon children within the family. Like a traditional family trying to
process what to do with the information, congregations may feel
betrayed, hurt, and angry and will probably demand some sort of
action. Most will want the situation to be dealt with as quickly and
swiftly as possible, hoping the swifter the issue is dealt with, the

in their congregation forty years ago. Due to the cover up and secret
keeping surrounding the incident, the congregation fired their
minister and the entire church leadership. For the last forty years
they have been lay led, and it is only now, forty years later, that they
are beginning to entertain the possibility of having an official church
leadership again.
Many denominations, including the Unitarian Universalist

faster the congregation can go back to being “normal.” Unfortunately,

Association and the United Methodist Church, realize that the

“normal” will probably no longer exist. The congregation may have

recovery from an instance of their clergy sexually exploiting someone

a hard time ever trusting a minister again and may become known

is so traumatic for congregations that the denominations mandate

as congregations that “kill” ministers. 42 Congregations may become

that congregations affected by the abuse must have specially trained

obsessed with how the church looks to outsiders, such as the church

interim ministers to help the congregation through the emotional

façade, while making every effort to ignore the internal turmoil

minefield the congregation will be going through.46

of the congregation.43 The congregation as a whole may change
42
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Impact on the Perpetrator’s Family
Among all the victims affected by sexual misconduct, one

What does an offending minister look like?
So what does an offending minister look like? Are there

that generally gets the least amount of support and understanding is

common traits, ticks, or characteristics that would help identify

the family of the offending clergy. Benyei says, “Financial instability

them? How do you identify the wolves that are disguised in

is a serious reality, but it is not the most devastating issue faced by

sheep’s clothing?

the minister’s spouse. Her husband is guilty of marital infidelity. If
the sexual misconduct went on for months without her knowledge,
the deceit is devastating. The emotional pain and confusion felt by
the spouse are captured in the comment of one minister’s wife: ‘It
is impossible to describe the mental and physical pain—if he dies
before me, he will have died twice.’”47
Trull and Crater write that “along with an immediate loss of

Many clergy hold multiple roles. Many Christian churches
see clergy as the spiritual conduit between God in heaven and
the congregation here on earth. They become the counselor that
congregants seek for advice when times get tough. They are the
officiators at weddings and funerals. They are personal friends.
The multiplicity of these roles within the congregation and the
larger community leads to clergy having personal relationships with

trust and intimacy, the minister’s wife often begins to feel a sense

congregants. Often the clergy is not asked to fill the pastoral role as

of shame, guilt, and personal inadequacy. The incident raises in

a professional but as a personal friend. This can lead to a confusing

her mind typical questions about her adequacy as a sex partner, a

understanding of personal boundaries for both parties.

marital companion, a mother, and a pastor’s wife.”48 Others within
the congregation might also question her ability to be a good pastor’s
wife, arguing that if she were a good pastor’s wife, the offending
clergy would not have strayed to find sexual comfort and solace in
someone else.
Benyei finally states, “Whatever the outcome of the clergy

Clergy misconduct puts victims at odds with someone they
saw as their best friend and in some cases, only friend. Victims of
clergy misconduct see someone who was suppose to be one of their
greatest allies become one of the victim’s greatest enemies. Being
abused by someone who is seen as Christ’s representative on earth
can have eternal consequences for the spiritual life of the abused.

sexual misconduct for her husband, she herself will face profound

Clergy misconduct isn’t just an abuse of the body and mind; it is an

changes in her entire way of life. She is denied her sense of calling

abuse involving the very health of a person’s soul.

as a pastor’s wife. Most of her church friends will disappear. Often
the job of explaining ‘Daddy’s problem’ to the children will fall on her
shoulders. If the couple decides to rebuild their relationship, it will
take years of hard work.”49
47
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Congregations must understand that “some leaders teach
the Word for personal gain, not to heal and be free.”50 As such,
they should be aware of some clues that might indicate that the
minister is setting up a situation where abuse would be possible. It
Haworth Pastoral Press, 1998), 110.
50
David Johnson, Jeff VanVonderen, The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany
House Publishers, 2005), 136.
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is important to know that none of these things in and of themselves

power in non-sexual ways should be taken seriously because they

indicates that a minister is being abusive; rather they are indictors of

may indicate the minister may also be tempted to sexually exploit

a potential abuse of power, which could indicate that further abuse

the congregation he is entrusted with safe guarding.

might be occurring. The first clue for a congregation that a leader
might be likely to be abusive is a leader who presents themselves
as the all-important authority of the church. A second warning sign
is if a person leaves the church or has a differing opinion than the
church leader about an issue, the leader classifies the person as “evil”
or “spiritually dead.”51 The leader may even start a smear campaign
about the person even though they have left the church and are no
longer a threat to the minister’s authority. Even though the person
has left, there is still a need to make an example of the person. This
flows into the third sign that to offend the minister is to be spiritually
ostracized. Fourth, appearances become more important then
content. It is more important for the minister to look the part than
to actually fulfill the duties of the church the minister was called to
do.52 Many abusive spiritual leaders lead double lives, saying one
thing but doing another.53 Recognition, such as the place of honor at
a banquet, is seen as a given; not to be given the place of honor is
seen as the highest insult. This lack of recognition of their authority
is often taken as a lack of respect. Respect is not seen as something
that is earned over time, but given to them because of their authority
and position. Respect is mandatory, not optional.
These indicators potentially indicate someone who is willing
to abuse the power and respect given them by virtue of their office
as minister to appease the minister’s personal needs. Because sexual
abuse is rarely about the sex, and because for most abusers, the
sex is a way to continue their manipulation of power over others for
the abuser’s own self gratification, indicators of the minister abusing
51
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Not all abusers are equal. This should not minimize the
seriousness of the effect sexual exploitation has on the primary
or secondary victims. Nor should some clergy and others see
this as an “excusing” of some conduct. Rather by classifying the
abusers, I am acknowledging that some abusers abuse for different
reasons, and some abusers are more of a threat than others. All
sexual exploitation is wrong and must be dealt with. It must never
be excused as an “accident” or “misstep.” Every congregation and
clergy member must be aware that there are consequences for
the behavior of their clergy. It is vitally important that clergy and
congregants realize the imbalance of power that exists between a
clergy member and congregant. Many states acknowledge in the
civil courts that even if a congregant is said to consent to the sexual
relationship, the clergy member is still found to be an offender and
liable for their behavior.54 “Consent” cannot be used as a defense
that abuse did not occur. The power dynamics between the clergy
member and the congregant, like between an adult and a child, are
too great. The ultimate responsibility to maintain professional sexual
boundaries between the congregant and the clergy member falls
on the clergy member, not the congregant. That being said, some
abusers may be more likely to reoffend or have historically held a
better chance at successful rehabilitation.
Marie Fortune makes a distinction between clergy who
sexually exploit by dividing them into categories: wanderers and
predators.55 Joe Trull and James Crater define “the predator as a
54
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statelaws.html (February 15, 2013).
55
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person who actively seeks opportunities to abuse women sexually.”56

built on love, but I would remind readers to be suspicious of any

A predator targets his/her prey by pretending to be a loving, caring

relationship built on secrecy and that is not public. The lover may not

pastor and uses his/her position to manipulate and seduce his/

see anything wrong with their behavior, but their partner may feel

her victim. Violence may be an acceptable part of the abuse and

exploited due to the secret nature of the relationship.63 If a pastor

exploitation for the predator.57 In contrast, the wanderer is not

is to develop a genuine, loving, non-abusive relationship with a

violent and not premeditative in their sexual abuse.58 Generally

congregant, the relationship must be open, honest and public.

the wanderer becomes abusive because he/she feels inadequate
personally, professionally, or financially. This inadequacy leads to
vulnerability where the wanderer easily becomes emotionally and
sexually involved with a congregant or counselee. 59 According to
Fortune, the wanderer “has difficulty maintaining boundaries in
relationships and attempts to meet private needs in public arenas.”36
The catalyst for their sexual misbehavior is usually an equally needy
woman who holds her minister in high regard, almost to the point
of adoration.”60 However, I would remind readers that this does not
mean all wanderers and offenders are men or that all victims are
women, nor does it mean that victims are somehow “asking” to
be abused.
Grenz and Bell add a third type called the lover.61 The lover
is not categorized as a predator or wanderer because the lover does
not premeditate his exploitive behavior like the predator. Unlike the
wanderer, the lover does not seek sexual satisfaction to compensate
for his/her feelings of inadequacy.62 Instead the lover truly believes
that they have fallen in love with a parishioner and tries to have a
sexual relationship with them, generally in secret. The lover may
see their relationship and may explain their relationship as one
56
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Another way to categorize groups of abusive ministers is
to divide them into two profiles: the prima donna and depressed
pastor. Both have parallels with the already mentioned categories
of predator and wanderer. A prima donna is defined as someone
who “operates out of a desire for power and control, loses touch
with boundaries, over directs people’s lives, and develops a sense of
‘I can do no wrong.’ Central to this person is the idea of entitlement,
that they are entitled to certain behavior that others are not.”64
“The highly publicized televangelist scandals and the sexual failure
of many contemporary megachurch pastors illustrate this type of
offender.”65 Abuses of power beget other abuses, including sexual
exploitation. Most disturbing, the prima donna, like the predator,
believes they are doing nothing wrong. Worse, they believe they are
entitled to abuse others.
The second category is the depressed pastor. The depressed
pastor, like the wanderer, abuses because of low self-esteem and
personal inadequacies.66 These inadequacies inspire the depressed
pastor to look for gratification in all the wrong places. All of these
offending ministers share two things in common whether they are a
prima donna, predator, wanderer, depressed pastor or lover: all their
relationships were done in secret, and they all worked in isolation.67
63
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Understanding secrecy and exploitation of vulnerability are

many ministers were found guilty of the abuse but were allowed

two key telltale signs of clergy sexual misconduct and that there

to continue working as ministers. Sometimes they stayed on in

are different types of abusers can be helpful for congregations to

their congregations with minimal consequences, but often they

understand why no single policy will be effective in preventing abuse.

were silently moved to a different congregation. This practice

It can also be valuable information to know when trying to identify

understandably caused alarm to victims who came forward because

if a potential minister candidate has a history of abuse because

it seemed (and was unfortunately the reality for many) that the

different types of offending ministers leave different trails reflecting

minister was now free to repeat the cycle of abuse within a new

their actions. Trull and Carter have found that “the predator offender

congregation that would be uninformed about the minister’s past.

moves from conquest to conquest, leaving a trail of victims. The

Victims’ skepticism regarding the usefulness of different categories,

wanderer minister yields to temptation in a moment of crisis and

especially where some offenders were judged less guilty of

immediately feels remorse over his failure. The romantic minister is

exploitation, is unfortunately well founded.

drawn to a church member when his passion convinces him he is in
love.”68 While certainly not a comprehensive profile, I would hope it
would help a congregation at the very least become a healthy skeptic
of a minister if he/she says that sexual misconduct only happened
once, especially if, upon further examination, the congregation finds
more victims of the minister’s past exploitations.
It is important to recognize that many actively involved

However, different categories for offending ministers might
be helpful when it comes to rehabilitation of a sexually exploitive
minister. This is a very controversial question but some data suggests
that at least some offenders may be successfully rehabilitated. Carter
and Trull point out that the offense of a wanderer, unlike a predator,
is typically a once-in-a-lifetime mistake.72 As such, many wanderers
have the potential to be successfully rehabilitated. One counselor

with preventing clergy sexual exploitation of adults do not agree

who works with offending ministers through a rehabilitation program

with dividing offending clergy into different categories.69 There is a

stated that in his many years of doing his program, he has helped

temptation, when viewing the offending ministers within different

many wanderers successfully, but not one predator had ever

categories, that some ministers have some how sinned more or

approached him for help, let alone been successfully rehabilitated.73

done more evil than others. Many victims,70 strongly advocate

This may be because many predators are not honest about what

that all offenders should be categorized as predators.71 This

they have done. Many predators try to pass themselves off as

wrong condemnation represents a context in which churches and

wanderers and lovers and minimize the offense and the harm done.

denominations did not take victims seriously and simultaneously

At least some wanderers are honest about the fact that they have

minimized the harm of the offending clergy. The result was often

done something wrong and are receptive to getting help.

a feeling of injustice where the minister either got away with the
abuse or was only lightly punished. Unfortunately, in the past
68
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I would remind readers that in most Protestant
congregations today, the power if the clergy is not gender specific,
and, therefore, the potential clergy who could abuse should not be
72
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seen as gender specific. Even though statistics show most victims

The father figure symbolism is a deeply ingrained tradition

tend to be women and most offenders men,74 it would be a grave

within many Christian churches. While many congregants may

injustice to assume victims are only female and offenders are only

find this tradition to be a comfort, it does have a down side.

male. Just because you are a male does not mean you are immune

Some ministers may see themselves as the “father” figure of the

to becoming a possible victim of abuse, and just because a minister

congregation and accountable to no one. Worse, the clergy member

is female does not mean she could not be a possible abuser.

may see the church resources, including its members, as resources

That said, the most common pattern is male abuse of female

to use at the clergy person’s personal discretion.

(and child) victims.

What can ministers do to minimize the opportunity
It’s not just an affair
Sexual exploitation by a member of the clergy with a
congregant is more than a “simple matter” of sexual transgression.
Most church members see their church as a place of refuge and
solace. It should be a safe place where they can be vulnerable

to become abusers?
There are things that clergy can do to help safeguard against the
temptation of falling into an exploitive relationship. They are:
1.

susceptibilities might make him/her more prone to sexual

and find comfort. People seek support and solace in the midst of

abuse, such as personal insecurities, unresolved question

incredible pain, and church is where they go to give thanks and

about their own sexuality, possible power needs, addictive

rejoice in the midst of blessing. Many church members see fellow

behaviors, and traumatic past experiences.

members of their congregations as extended members of
their family.
Rarely is adult exploitation by clergy about sex alone. The
problem is not sex per se, but rather the misuse of power. Trull in
his Ministerial Ethics: Moral Foundations for Church Leaders states,
“The ministry is an attractive profession for anyone who is looking to
exploit vulnerable people, claims Roy Woodruff. ‘The average parish
pastor has no one he reports to or is supervised by. And he has a
lot of needy people coming for help. A pastor who could be needy
himself can exploit the needs of others.’”75
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Cultivate personal awareness76 – know what personal

2.

Limit sexual intimacy to peers with whom ministers share
relatively equal power. 77 Some denominations have specific
rules about clergy sexual relations. All the protocols I have
read clearly state that having a sexual relationship with
a member of a clergy’s congregation is strictly off limits.
Some denominations acknowledge that not all relationships
between a minister and congregant are abusive, however
the power difference is so great, that if a minister wishes
to pursue a relationship with a congregants, it is required

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Kindle edition, 175.
76
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that the minister or congregant be transferred so they are
not in the same congregation and that the existence of the
relationship be public knowledge and not a secret.
3.

Have regular contact with a network of peer contacts outside
of the congregation to discuss personal issues within the
congregation that the minister is struggling with. 78 One of the
best safeguards to prevent a clergy member from abusing
is a strong support system. For male pastors, that includes
79

Why is clergy misconduct about more than
sex?

having female colleagues to review one’s actions
in context.
4.

5.

Recognize the unequal power dynamic that exists between

about sex and far more about power, it is important to understand

the minister and members of the congregation. 80

the temptation to abuse power within ministry. This abuse of power

Participate and attend seminars and training about clergy
sexual misconduct.81

6.

Because sexual exploitation of adults by clergy is far less

Empower the congregation with the knowledge, training
and resources they need to defend themselves from
potential abuse. 82

within ministry, properly named as spiritual abuse, involves abusing
a minister’s spiritual power and authority for the minister’s
personal gain.
In the Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse, David Johnson and Jeff
VanVonderen, suggests that there are some things congregants
should keep in mind when discussing who might be a perpetrator
of spiritual abuse. First, Johnson and VanVonderen talk about being
wary of any clergy who neglects the real needs of a congregant
in favor of the “needs of authority.”83 Such clergy are “trying to
meet their own spiritual needs through someone else’s religious
performance.”84 Victims of such abuse often feel exhausted because
they continually feel like they cannot live up to the clergy person’s
expectations of how the victim should act. Grace becomes something
earned, not given through Christ. Second, they ask people to keep in
mind that not all strong-willed clergy members are abusive, but that
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some strong-willed clergy may unintentionally become abusive.85 For
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Johnson and VanVonderen, “the difference between an intentionally

a better Christian than the so and so’s who do not. There is nothing

abusive clergy and unintentionally abusive clergy is that while both

wrong with giving regular tithe. Quite the opposite, giving tithe is a

may have abusive behavior – an intentionally abusive clergy will

great thing. However, when we use that as a yardstick for earning

not make it permissible to talk about the abusive behavior and will

salvation, we step onto a slippery slope.

punish those congregants who dare talk.”86 The fact that, absolute
power can corrupt absolutely can be particularly relevant when
discussing the potential for abuse by spiritual leadership.

Johnson and VanVonderen discuss the dangers of meritbased salvation. How many times has a church service, workshop,
or retreat not been about how to achieve a deeper more intimate
connection with Christ, but instead a formulaic version of Christianity,

What effect can spiritual abuse have on the victims in
the congregation?

such as pray x times a day or read the Bible for x amount of time
to become a better Christian who has earned God’s love? Johnson
and VanVonderen warn, “A preoccupation with performance often
results in extreme attitudes of feeling self-righteous (because the

Spiritual abuse, like sexual abuse, will affect people and

individual believes they follow all the rules required to be considered

congregations in different ways. However, some common themes

‘holy’ or ‘right with God’) and extreme feelings of shame (because

and habits are consistent for many who have survived both spiritual

the individual does not believe they follow all the rules requires to

and sexual abuse by a clergy person.

be considered ‘holy’ or ‘right with God’).90 Victims might have added

Many congregations develop a distorted image of God.87
God is no longer about grace and redemption, but instead a mean,
vindictive God waiting for us to make a mistake or an apathetic God
who watches people get hurt and abused but does nothing. God
might be seen as uncaring or powerless.88 Due to their abuse, victims

shame because, not being submissive to leadership or saying “no”
may have been seen as treason to the congregation or faith. At the
very least, it is seen as not being a good Christian or role model of
the faith.
Often abusers convince victims that “having a right to not

may believe that while salvation isn’t dependent upon works, their

be abused is selfish.”91 A natural byproduct of this mentality is that

position in heaven is.

many victims have a hard time admitting the abuse. Secret-keeping is

89

Using the yardstick of good works to determine who is a
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seen as normal for a few reasons. First, generally the victim has been
convinced that there is no problem unless someone acknowledges
the problem and brings the problem into the open. As long as the
“secret” is kept safe, nothing is wrong. The perpetrator might use
the “secret” as a way to tell the victim that they are “special” and that
they are the only ones the offending clergy can trust. This becomes
90
David Johnson, Jeff VanVonderen, 44.
91
David Johnson, Jeff VanVonderen, The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany
House Publishers, 2005), 46.
43

even more complicated when the offending clergy admits to the

sexually exploited by clergy are making it up to get attention. The

victim they have a problem, but swear the victim to secrecy because

same myth circulates within our culture about women/girls who

they say they are already taking care of the problem in some way.

are raped by claiming they were raped to gain attention or take

Second, for the victim, the church family is their family. Sometimes it

revenge against the accused. This myth suggests that the abuse is

is more their family to them than their real family. As such, betraying

not the perpetrator’s fault, but rather the victim’s. For example, “He/

the secret seems like a betrayal of their family, their church, God

she has always acted/dressed provocatively, why would they flaunt

and even their own soul. Often it is seen as better just to be quiet

something they were not willing to sell?” Or “he/she did this so they

and pray for a miracle rather than confront the problem and get

could sue and get money from the church.” Or “he/she has always

help. Third, naming the abuse as abuse can seem an over-reaction

had troubled relationships, after a while you have to wonder if they

because the abuse has become normalized as part of their life. Often

really are the victim.” The perpetrator is innocent, and the victim is

the victim will minimize the abuse by saying that the offender does

manipulative, not the other way around. This attitude leads to many

so many other wonderful things, that the offender is only human,

victims to fear that if they come forward, they will not be believed.

or that the offender is going through a rough patch. In an effort to
minimize the abuse, the victim ends up minimizing his or her own
perceptions, dignity, and self-worth as a sacrifice to maintain the well
being of the perpetrator.
In Christian communities with a tradition of self-sacrifice as
a way to obtain closeness to God, the temptation to sacrifice your
well being for the minister’s reputation is both powerfully seductive
and ultimately destructive for the victim. As time goes on, a fourth
reason for denying the abuse is personal shame. The victim may feel
ashamed that the abuse has gone on as long as it has and feels that
if the abuse became known, everyone would state that the victim
should have known better. Perhaps they are afraid that they will be
accused of being an accessory to the abuse because they allowed
it to continue for so long. At the very least, they may feel at fault, so
they cannot totally blame the perpetrator.92 Victims feel they share
some of the blame for their own abuse.
The fact that victims of abuse deny that abuse is even
happening counters the myth that most adults who claim to be
92
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What should congregants expect from
their church?
Candace Benyei in Understanding Clergy Misconduct says, “In
the Judeo-Christian heritage, the tasks of religious communities are
five: 1) to provide a place where we can safely express and share our
experience of faith, 2) to preserve tradition, 3) to create and maintain
ethical community, 4) to develop and nurture a sense of mission, and
5) to enable a personal experience with God.”93
When we participate in church community or seek counsel
from our minister or church, we expect a safe place free of
exploitation. I believe churches have a fundamental obligation to
each and every one of their congregants to create a safe space. A
safe place should never be an unrealistic expectation.
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What effect does adult exploitation have
on the congregation?
When sexual exploitation of adults by clergy occurs, the
effects ripple far beyond the primary victim in the congregation.
Due to the abuse, the membership may no longer see the church
as a safe place. What was previously seen as a refuge might now
be regarded with suspicion. Some may no longer trust any clergy,
especially if the congregant had a previously close relationship with
the offending pastor.94 Other members may have feelings of guilt and
shame for not seeing warning signs that the abuse was going on.95
A church secretary may have had suspicions about what might have
been happening between a minister and parishioner behind closed
doors, but might have been afraid to say anything lest they lose their
job. If allegations of abuse come to light as real, the secretary may
feel responsible for not having acted on his/her suspicions.
Once the allegations of abuse come to light and are validated
as true, the church will probably lose membership.96 However, they
will lose less membership if the church is open and honest about the
incident as opposed to keeping it a secret from the congregation.
Church historians speculate about when ministerial misconduct
has happened because of a sudden unexplainable drop in church
94
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membership and attendance. Even when the misconduct was

within the church body. Those who were significantly helped by

handled as a private matter, the aftereffects of rumors and mistrust

the pastor’s ministry were deeply hurt and confused by the sexual

have devastating effects on the congregation for decades. Secrecy

misconduct. People on all sides of the debate lost faith in the church

seems to be a poison for church membership while honesty seems

leadership.”100

to minimize the negative effects though there will still be losses.97
Another possible effect of clergy sexual exploitation is a
congregant’s loss of faith in God. Even if the congregant is not the
primary victim of the abuse, a congregant may be faced for the first
time with the question of why did God let this happen. Why did this
happen to me? How could God let this happen? Often congregants
and victims feel abandoned by God.98 At the very least, the
exploitation changes the focus of the congregation. Trull and Carter
reiterate the words of Lebacqz and Barton about when accusations
of sexually exploitation by clergy surface in a congregation saying,
“the focus of attention within the congregation shifts from the
worship of God and the mission that flows out of that worship and
begins instead to concentrate on the behavior of the pastor and of
church members.”99
It’s worth repeating that the effects of the minister’s
misconduct may be so traumatic that a specially trained minster
may need to be assigned to the effected congregation for a while.
The reason is because the trauma is not only great, but also very
individualized for each member of the effected congregation. Trull
and Carter tell the story of one congregation that discovered that
their beloved minister had been exploiting and sexually abusing
members of the congregation. They say, “As news of the pastor’s
sexual conduct became known, the event polarized the congregation.
Members of the church felt shame, anger, resentment, or empathy.
Some became vindictive. The end result was strife and division
97
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99
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How do we as a faith community start to
have justice in our churches?
When faced with clergy sexual exploitation within their own
congregation, many congregants will be hurt, angry, and confused.
How the congregation responds to this abuse impacts how well the
congregation and victims of the abuse recover from their trauma.
According to Marie Fortune, justice within a faith community can
begin when churches start taking the following steps:
1.

Truth telling:101 Church congregations need to confront
the reality that abuse does exist not just somewhere else,
but could potentially exist within their very own congregation.
Many congregations have unspoken vows of silence when
it comes to issues about abuse and sex in general. These
taboos of silence must be broken in order to minimize
the chance for sexual exploitation to occur within
the congregation.

2.

Acknowledging the Violation:102 When a violation has
occurred, the entire congregation must hear the truth,
name the abuse, and have the chance as a congregation
to condemn it as wrong.
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102
52

Fortune, Marie M. Sexual Violence: The Sin Revisited (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2005), 134.
ibid
53

3.

Compassion:103 When abuse has occurred, the congregation

acknowledge the wrongfulness of the abuse and the harm

should take steps to listen to and suffer with the abused.

done, such as paying for counseling.

The abused should not feel ostracized and should not be
blamed for the congregation’s current feeling of instability.

7.

caused by the abuse. Victims need to have the community

It is the abuser’s fault that the congregation is now suffering,

publicly acknowledge that what happened to the victim was

not the victim’s fault for coming forward and making the

wrong and that the victim is not to blame. Victims should

abuse public.
4.

Vindication:108 This helps set the victim free from the suffering

be welcomed back into the community without stigma

Protecting the Vulnerable:104 Congregations should take

or shame.109

steps to prevent abuse before it occurs. If and when abuse
occurs, congregation should take a realistic look at how they
can prevent further abuse to the victims and others. Policies

Things that a faith community should NOT do

should not be based on scapegoating or saving face. Has
this problem or set of circumstances happened with other
churches and congregations? If so, how did they address the
issue? Were the policies implemented successful?
5.

we have historically learned the hard way. Traditionally churches
and congregations have not been justice-seeking places of refuge

actions. It is important to point out that in many criminal

for victims. Instead many victims have found the process of seeking

cases and state statutes that govern clergy misconduct,

justice within their churches as another occasion to feel victimized

consent by the victim is not a defense for the clergy.106

again and often be shunned. Because of this history, we know of

Even if the victim consents at some point, the clergy member

some ways that congregations should never respond when an

is still seen as offending and therefore, has to face the

instance clergy sexual exploitation becomes known. These are:

together, confronting and holding accountable an offending
clergy by imposing consequences for his/her actions, helps
make repentance possible.

1.

Hide the abuse:110 The first reaction of a congregation or
church may be to cover the abuse up. Generally a code of
silence is enacted where none of the church members are
allowed to talk about what has happened, including the

Restitution:107 Congregations should make at least symbolic

victims. This may even be justified as a way to protect the

restoration of what was lost and give a tangible means to

victim’s privacy, but nothing is ever kept truly silent in a tight
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with the trauma of instances of clergy exploitation, it is only because

Accountability:105 Clergy must be held accountable for their

consequences for their misconduct. A congregation coming

6.

If we now know what congregations should do to effectively to deal
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2.

knit community. Rumors will fly, and a code of silence will not

magic cure-all or band-aid. When victims are pressured to

allow the truth to be revealed.

forgive their abusers, it really has nothing to do with the
victim or the abuser, but has everything to do with everyone

Silence the victim:111 Through the code of silence, the victim

else’s discomfort and eagerness to “get beyond” the problem.

of the abuse is victimized again because they are not allowed

I have often wondered why there is such pressure from

to speak out on their own behalf. Often the code of silence

members of the church community on victims to forgive and

leads to a feeling of ostracization for the victim where they

to forgive quickly. Many people seem uncomfortable with the

feel like an outsider shunned by their community. The code

ideas of abuse or with having to help victims deal with the

of silence also does not allow a community to have the

trauma and healing process. Their discomfort materializes

opportunity to rally around one of its own who is hurt. If

into a discomfort with the victim. If only the victim would

someone was sick, lost a loved one, or went through any kind

forgive the abuser and put the whole incident behind them,

of hardship, many times the community would rally around

then the uncomfortable parishioner would no longer feel

this person sending cards, food, and other forms of help. It

uncomfortable. This might also why some parishioners take

is unfortunate that when it comes to sexual exploitation, this

it personally when victims refuse to forgive their abuser.

care is often not a community’s first response.
3.

Blame the victim:112Often a community’s response will be

victim or for demanding a cheap form of justice that does not

to blame the victim by stating that the victim brought it

help the victim or hold the offender accountable. Justice and

upon themselves or that the victim seduced the offending

healing require much more.

clergy. The minister may state that the victim seduced them
and that, therefore, their behavior was not exploitation but
merely a moment of human weakness. Offending ministers
try to redirect the blame so the minister is not actually
responsible. Here I am reminded of the story of Adam and
Eve in the garden when God comes to the garden after Adam
and Eve have eaten the forbidden fruit. God asks Adam if he
has eaten the fruit, and Adam replies, yes, but it’s all
Eve’s fault.
4.

5.

Keep the abuse secret from the congregation:114 Sometimes
a congregation will believe that it is within the victim’s
best interest if the abuse is dealt with quickly and quietly.
The minister may be quickly and quietly let go, and the
hierarchy hopes that everything will be returned to normal.
Unfortunately, wide speculation occurs about why the
minister suddenly left. Some members of the congregation
will likely know that somehow the victim is involved and may
retaliate against the victim by asking why they forced the

Demand that the victim immediately forgive the minister:113

beloved pastor to leave. At the very least, there will probably

Congregations must understand that forgiveness is not a

be suspicion of the church hierarchy and each other. Rumors
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However such discomfort is no excuse for not helping a

will infect the congregation in such a way that without
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6.

help, the congregation may be become angry, hostile, and

done for the victim or even how the congregation deals with

dysfunctional when it may have previously been a very loving

the trauma. Because of this strategy, some church leader’s

and harmonious congregation.

attitude for dealing with allegations of sexual exploitation is

Blame the offending minister’s wife/family:115 One of the
first reactions members of a congregation may have after
they learn about the sexual exploitation is to blame the
minister’s partner. There may be a temptation to say that if
the minister’s partner had been an adequate partner, then
the minister would not have been tempted to look for sexual

“they either support the pastor and try to keep the charges
undercover, or they force the pastor to leave through resignation
or termination.” 117 Neither option brings justice to the victim nor
deals with the ripples of trauma the congregation as a whole
is now going through. Both options assume that as long as the
abuse is not discussed, it does not exist .

gratification elsewhere. It is important to make sure that all
congregants understand that only the minister is responsible
for their actions, not members of the minister’s family or the

How a congregation should respond to abuse

minister’s partner and that the exploitation is about a misuse
of power, not a simple sexual indiscretion.
Unfortunately the following is an all too common scenario
illustrating the points we have discussed. A victim of sexual
exploitation by a member of the clergy comes forward to the
church hierarchy and tells her story. The allegations of sexual
exploitation are found to be true, but “secrecy is urged by church
leaders for the sake of the church and the families involved
(including the victim). As rumors and then news of the incident
spreads, many blame the female victim, assuming she is guilty
of seducing the minister. Others suggest that the pastor’s wife
may be at fault—if she had been an adequate partner, he would
not have strayed!”116 Due to the code of silence surrounding the
entire incident, no one knows what rumors are real or false and
even the victim cannot speak up on her own behalf.
Some church leaders worry more about the church’s
115
116
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reputation than they worry about making sure that justice is
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Since we have discussed what doesn’t work, let’s talk
about what does. First, if an incident of sexual exploitation occurs,
congregations must be open and honest about the incident.
They cannot hide behind a code of silence. Part of this openness
and honesty is accepting responsibility in holding the minister
accountable for their actions. Trull says, “Acceptance of responsibility
is the necessary first step in dealing with clergy sexual abuse. Since
the church called the minister, the church must hold the minister
accountable. At the same time, the church must also accept its share
of responsibility.”118 Holding a clergy member responsible is a first
step to discerning the difference between a “wanderer” who can
rehabilitated or a “predator” for whom no known rehabilitation or
treatment is known to work.
Second, a congregation must not revictimize the victim by
blaming them, silencing them, or demanding that they quickly forgive
the offending minister. Congregations must be there for victims and
117
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do their best to help victims heal, find justice, and know that they are

mentality where the clergy person is part of the in–crowd and

loved. Helping a victim heal may be one of the most cathartic things a

the victim is in the out-crowd and, therefore, not worthy of justice.

congregation can do to heal the congregation’s own wounds.

An example of what a good procedure would be to respond to

Third, a congregation must remember that a minister’s
actions are his or her own. The victim is not to blame, nor is any
member of the minister’s family or the minister’s partner to blame.

allegations of sexual exploitation of adults by clergy can be found
in the Appendix A of Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for
Church Leaders.
The third responsibility of a congregation is to develop

What are a congregation’s responsibilities once
abuse occurs?

procedures for the ministerial search committee, including making
sure that a candidate’s background and references are thoroughly
checked.121 It is important for congregations to keep in mind that
many congregations in the past have seen sexual exploitation as

The congregation as a whole holds responsibility for creating
an environment that minimizes the potential for sexual exploitation
between adults and clergy. It has responsibilities to the victim, clergy,
and congregation as a whole when the abuse does occur. Trull says
the congregation’s response to allegations of abuse should reflect an
understanding of three kinds of responsibility. First, congregations
should have guidelines for how to minister to the victims and the
victim’s families.119 Second, the congregations should have policies
and procedures for how to deal with accusation of abuse. These
policies and procedures should be known and accessible to everyone
in the congregation. The creation of these policies and procedures
before an accusation of abuse helps ensure justice and fairness
for all involved.120 Every report is to be taken seriously and enacted

a private issue within the church; therefore, the issue might not
show up in a standard background check or single phone call to the
candidate’s current or previous congregation. The ministerial search
committee should probably assume that they will have to do a little
more work than usual to discover whether misconduct has happened
in a candidate’s past. Reading victim’s stories and talking to victims
who have survived clergy exploitation, shows that it is typically the
victim who discovers that the clergy person has abused individuals
in their previous congregations because in their own search for
answers, they approached members of the clergy person’s previous
congregation and began asking questions. On paper, these abusive
clergy were seen as outstanding members of their profession.
As Trull and Carter conclude, “The toughest problem any

upon immediately. It is tempting not to enact upon a complaint and

denomination or association of ministers faces is prescribing

hope it goes away. However, it never does, and inaction can enable

disciplinary action that is appropriate, fair, legal, and redemptive.

the clergy person to continue abusing, especially if the offender

The three most common options are censure, suspension, and

now believes he or she will get a way with it and that the victim is

termination, although the latter two may have to be enforced by a

not important enough to be taken seriously. Inaction on the part of

local congregation in denominations with autonomous churches.”122

the church hierarchy can promote the idea of an us-versus-them
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Most victims will have a hard time trusting the church

their community and friends. Victims need to feel the love

and ministers after the abuse. They may have deep doubts about
their faith and the role of the Divine within their lives. How the
congregation as a whole responds to and treats the victim has a

from their congregation, friends and community.
2.

victims have been told in one form or another by their abuser

huge impact on how the victim is able to respond to such a crisis in

that the abuse is their fault. They have earned it. Victims may

faith. For instance, does the congregation believe the victim, or do

also believe that since they are adults, they must be at least

they blame the victim? Do they rally behind the victim demanding

partially responsible for the abuse that occurred. Victims

justice for the crime, or do they rally around the minister and shun

must hear from their friends and fellow congregants that

the victim? If a congregation is able to give a victim the support and

this is not true.

justice they need, interestingly it is not just the victim who has an
easier time healing and being made whole; the congregation also
has an easier time in healing. In a responsive, loving congregation,

They need to hear that the abuse is not their fault.125Many

3.

They need to hear that the perpetrator will no longer
harm them and that other victims will also get help.126

the victim and the congregation may have lost a minister and leader,

Unfortunately, it was not an uncommon practice in the

but for the victim, they have retained their family as a foundation of

past that when a minister offended, the minister was simply

support to rebuild from, and the congregation obtains healing from

reassigned to another congregation. Victims need to be

being able to help one of their own through the healing process.

assured that this practice has stopped and that everything

Most minister do not abuse, but to assume that none does or that

is being done to make sure the offender does not reoffend.

none will in a particular denomination is not only unrealistic, but also
potentially harmful for everyone involved.

4.

They need to hear an apology.127 Offenders need to be held
accountable for their actions. Public apologies in many ways
vindicate a victim. A public apology affirms that the victim did

What do victims of exploitation need from their
fellow congregants?

the right thing by speaking and breaking the code of silence.
5.

Victims need to know that they should not go to
congregational meetings in which the exploitation will

In Restoring the Soul of the Church there are nine things
outlined that victims of abuse need:123
1.

6.

They need to know that what happened to them was

Victims need to be believed.124 Many victims are silent about

wrong.129Often the exploitation has been disguised as a

the exploitation that occurs fearing that not only will they not

potentially good thing. As a result, the victim feels conflicted

be believed but that speaking will also ostracize them from
123
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knowing that what happened was wrong, but also might feel

7.

that perhaps the exploitation was not all bad. The victims

consequences. Grenz and Bell talk about how many victims feel

should be reassured that by ending the exploitation, they

after their exploitation becomes known, especially when their fellow

have done the right thing and that the right thing would not

congregants do not respond in a positive way. They say, “Abandoned

have been to continue being exploited.

by her church, betrayed by her pastoral counselor, unaided by her

They need to know that the congregation considers them
courageous not troublemakers for coming forward and
exposing the abuse.130 Just as congregants would show
support for any member who is having difficulties in life, so
should the congregants show their support for the victim
whether it is through words, prayers, cards, or continued
friendship. Congregants must be very careful not to shun a
victim or avoid a victim simply because the topic of abuse is
uncomfortable for them. Avoiding and shunning a victim only
reinforces the idea to the victim that by coming forward and
speaking, the victim has done something wrong.

8.

9.

How the congregation interacts with the victim has very real

dysfunctional family, and devastated by physical and emotional
disorders, the abused woman suffers from guilt, isolation, and
humiliation. Her mood deepens from shame and self-blame to
despair and desperation. She may ponder or even act on thoughts
of suicide. Inevitably, she faces a crisis of faith. If all those who
represent God have betrayed her, she may feel betrayed by God
also.”133 Often victims become physically sick suffering a variety of
health problems from back pain and nervous disorders to cancer.134
The trauma becomes physically manifested within their bodies.
Without help and support the exploitation can become the beginning
of a long list of physical, emotional, and psychological issues for the
victim. For me, the saddest part of all of this is that congregations

Victims need the time, resources and support to heal.131

have the power to minimize, if not actually prevent, all of these things

Healing takes time and patience. Congregations must be

from happening to the victim by simply being loving and supportive

willing to be there for them for the long term.

people to the victim.
Even though congregations may act with compassion when

Victims need to be accepted into the community and through
the community know God loves them.132 Congregants are

incidents of exploitation come to light, some victims will stay silent

reflections of God’s love here on earth. How they react to

and never say anything, fearful that they will lose everything. Trull

a victim can influence how a victim feels about God. If they

and Carter say that because “most victims never come forward,

shun and avoid a victim, the victim may decide that God does

the vulnerable survivor who does bring allegations can become a

not love them either. If the congregation sticks up for the

scapegoat and disappear from the story early on since few people

victim and helps them heal, the victim may find a renewed

truly care about her or reaches out to her.”135 Most simply refuse

faith and realize God is love, not exploitation and abuse.

to believe her until other victims also come forward reinforcing her
story.
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How can congregations create an
environment that minimizes the potential
for clergy misconduct and sexual
exploitation?
Trull says most people fail to report instances of sexual
exploitation for two reasons. First, most do not understand the
nature of the instance that took place, as being potentially exploitive,

involving adults.”136 Matthew 18 states that an accuser should face
the accused in private, telling the accused the error of their ways.
If the accused refuses to change, the accuser is to take one or two
other people with them to again confront the accused. If the accused
still refuses to change their ways, Matthew 18:17 says to tell the rest
of the church what the accused has done and cast the accused out of
the church.
Parts of this format have been used many times in the past

so they convince themselves that what happened didn’t really

by different denominations and congregations to guide them in how

happen or they misinterpreted what had just occurred. Second,

to deal with exploitive clergy. While well meaning in an effort to give

they do not report the incident because there was a no well-defined

the clergy member a chance to change their ways and/or speak in

policies and procedures in place to deal with the incident. Part of

their own defense, it assumes an equal power relationship between

having well-defined policies and procedures, is also having everyone

clergy and congregant that does not exist. Matthew 18 assumes the

in the congregation know these policies exist, what these policies

accuser and the accused are equals with equal power within the

and procedures are, how to obtain copies of these policies and

church, but this is not the case in our contemporary

procedures and whom to talk to if anyone has questions about the

American congregations.

policies and procedures. The clergy of the congregation, for obvious
reasons, should probably not be the person whom congregants go to
for answers to questions they may have about these policies.

The power dynamics within contemporary American
congregations have shaped the clergy-congregant relationship as a
parental relationship instead of a peer relationship. As such, asking
the average congregant to follow the guidelines set forth in Matthew

Matthew 18
I would strongly urge congregations not to take the
Matthew 18 approach in dealing with issues of possible sexual
clergy misconduct. Matthew 18 can be interpreted as stating that
Christians should do whatever they can to resolve issues between
themselves and not involve others including civic authorities. Trull
states, “Many congregations have seen Matthew 18 as an acceptable
format for procedures on how to deal with sexual exploitation
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18 and chastising the person for not doing so would be like asking a
child to stand up to their abusive parent and reprimand said parent
for the wrong done to the child before any third-party services
(police, social worker, etc) would intervene. Most people would
assume that not only is that madness and unjust, but also further
abusive to the child. Like a parent, clergy have greater responsibility
for their actions. Just as it is not acceptable for a pedophile to excuse
their actions by saying, “The kid seduced me, I am innocent,” so it is
136
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not an excuse for clergy to say about their sexual relationship with a
congregant, “They seduced me; I’m innocent.”

137

What kind of people are you building within your
congregation?

Unfortunately, what seems to occur when abusive clergy are
confronted under this format is not a change of behavior or heart by

Most victims in abusive relationships stay in them because

the clergyperson. Instead, the victim becomes a target for retaliation

they feel powerless to leave.141 Victims aren’t born; rather they are

because they broke one of the cardinal rules of secret keeping

created over time. Johnson and VanVondersen state that generally

(“never tell anyone about this”), and the clergy member might now

victims “somewhere in their lives have either had their power

see this as a warning not to revise their behavior but to do a better

stolen from them or they have not learned the skills needed to not

job at hiding their actions.

be victimized.” This may at first seem harsh because we are used
to seeing everyone as individuals with the power to control their

What can a congregation do to help a minister
minimize the chance of abuse?

own destinies, but this does explain why many victims have the
unfortunate experience of being victimized more then once and
why perpetrators “pick” their victims. If everyone were equal in the
church power-dynamic, there would be no need to “pick” your victims

1.

Make sure the minister has and/or help them build a strong
support group of peers outside the minister’s congregation.138

because everyone would be equal.
As Johnson and VanVondersen write, “People learn to act

2.

Make sure there are professional safeguards.139

powerless by experiencing relationships that have prepared them

3.

Make sure the minister knows they will be held accountable

domestic abuse in the United States, it is not surprising that the vast

for their actions.

majority of victims are women in heterosexual relationships because

to be abused.”142 For example, for many social workers working with

of our cultural heritage of a patriarchal society which views women

4.

Hold ministers accountable for their actions.

5.

Make sure the minister and every member of the

are groomed at an early age to be followers and give themselves up

congregation knows “the standards of conduct, screening

for the betterment of others. Men are groomed to be leaders and

procedures, supervision guidelines, adequate insurance

take charge. Just as most ministers are not abusive, most marriages

coverage, honest pastoral references, and procedures for

are not abusive. However, we should acknowledge that the cultural

handling allegations of sexual misconduct by ministers.”140

underpinnings of being subservient can be problematic for the victim

as subservient and the property of their husbands. Culturally, women

when it is necessary for them to stand up for themselves (such as
137
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during a time of abuse) but culture/society has told women especially

subconsciously know they cannot publicly talk about something

their whole lies that taking charge and advocating for themselves is

going on, so they speak in code, or they “triangulate” sending a

the antithesis of what they should be doing.

message to someone through someone else rather than talking to

Unfortunately, the Christian church within the United States
has not been a stellar example of empowering all its saints, especially
its marginalized and under-privileged members. Instead, it has a
tradition of furthering the victimhood that members had already

the person directly. Indirect communication is spawned from the fear
that there will be major consequences for the person identified as
telling the truth.
Johnson and VanVondersen call the fourth relationship

experienced in the society as a whole. Johnson and VanVondersen

“idolatry” because it distorts God into an impossible-to-please

discuss eight patterns congregations may have with their

judge who only loves people according to how they look and act, as

congregants that would promote an environment ripe

opposed to loving all people through the gift of Grace. Often this

for victimhood.

is related to the first relationship, and it might or might not involve

The first is called “out-loud” shaming.143 This is the out-right
belittling, shaming of certain congregants as an example to other
congregants of what not to be. This is not constructive criticism, but

public shaming. An example of this might be if do xxx you will go to
hell, or you did xxx so you are going to hell.
Out of these relationships comes a fifth relationship called

the systematic bullying of a member or a group of members so other

“fault and blame.” How well one does or does not perform to the

members can feel better about themselves. Often the victim feels

expectations to those in power within the congregation leads to

that no matter what they do, or how they act, they will never be

a need for people to be punished for their “mistakes.” We are not

good enough.

talking about people willingly taking responsibility for their actions so

The second relationship that can produce victims is a
congregation in which God’s love is earned according to what you do.
It is the calculus that, if you come to church every Sunday, give tithe,
don’t smoke, and don’t drink, you will receive x. Shame also plays a
part in making sure that transgressions are kept secret. Only public
transgressions will result in a diminishing of God’s love. Private or
secret transgressions are seen as a free pass. What no one knows
can’t hurt him or her.
The third relationship that can create victims is when
the church has powerful and unspoken rules that govern how
congregants behave. This can be seen when congregants
143
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they might move to a closer understanding of grace. Rather we are
talking about a system that could be closer understood as a sacrificial
one. In this system, the wrongdoer is sacrificed as an example to
the greater whole so the whole can learn not to do what they did.
Johnson and VanVondersen discuss this relationship by saying, “In
the New Testament, confession is used to receive forgiveness and
cleansing, but in a shame-based system, confession happens to
create a scapegoat out of someone by making them feel defective
and humiliated so they won’t do it again.”
Out of this potential to become a scapegoat for the rest of
the congregation, comes the sixth relationship of individual members
not being able to have an opinion different from those in authority.
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The congregation is taught that thoughts, acts, and opinions that are

2.

contact with questions and/or to report abuse

different from the church authority are wrong. They might be taught
that these “wrong” ideas come from the devil and every effort should
be made to suppress them. It creates an “us” versus “them” dynamic

3.

England Conference of the United Methodist Church has

must be on constant vigilance not to become “them.” The effect can

a mandated “quadrennial” training)144

be incredible isolation, self-doubt, and paranoia for the individual

This isolation can lead to an unhealthy codependency

Provide regular training about these policies for the
average church layperson and all clergy (The New

where the “them” is always trying to take over the “us,” so the “us”

members if the “us” crowd who are not part of the church hierarchy.

Identify known individuals outside of the congregation to

4.

Speak out about questionable behavior and attitudes.
Secrecy is the best friend of every kind of abuse.

between all the individual members of the congregation. The
final unhealthy congregational dynamic is when every member is
responsible for the behavior of every other member. In this system, I
am responsible to make sure you are happy, and you are responsible
for making sure I am happy. This can lead to people feeling selfish
for having their own needs, a fear of being deserted if they screw
up, telling alone since no one has the freedom to be themselves and
difficulty saying no.

Creating a great environment
to minimize exploitation
and maximize communication
A congregation can create an environment that minimizes
the potential for abuse by attending to the following things:
1.

Provide clear policies/procedures about clergy
misconduct, including policies/procedures about sexual
misconduct with adults
144
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Conclusion
Sexual exploitation by clergy is something that can happen

training about the policies and procedures is equally as important as
having the policies and procedures in place.
I want to remind readers about the serious repercussions of

to anyone, anytime, and in any church or denomination. If secrecy

being complacent and silent. The whistle blower in a congregation

is the greatest ally of sexual exploitation taking place, then I am

is not a traitor. Members of congregations must be trained in what

convinced that openness and honesty are the best defenses to

to do when they see acts of exploitation, and they must be trained

prevent exploitation.

in how to respond to victims of exploitation. Congregants must

Because of the tradition of sex (and sex talk) as taboo in
churches, because of the tradition of clergy finding life partners in
their congregation, and because of the tradition of the minister’s
absolute or minimally questioned authority as if a patriarch in a
household, I believe congregations must be educated to take a
pro-active stance to protect themselves and keep clergy accountable

be reminded that lashing out at a victim or bad-mouthing and
shunning a victim are not acceptable behaviors. Congregations must
realize that one of the most cathartic ways in which they can heal is
through helping the victim heal while holding the offending minister
accountable. Congregants must realize that this healing takes time
and effort. It is not something that will happen quickly.

for their actions. For many congregants this will seem counter to

Traditional attitudes are not going to change with one

what they might have been taught in church. Congregants must

training session or policy change, especially if the discussion revolves

understand that this tendency not to talk about, but rather ignore

around topics that make the average congregant squeamish, such as

what makes us uncomfortable is partially to blame for ministers’

sex. Hopefully, with a firm foundation in faith, a commitment to love

believing they can get away with exploiting parishioners.

and justice, and a gentle persistence to continually challenge our own

Ideally, I think congregations should have regular training
sessions about preventing as well as responding to sexual

comfort zone in order to make the world a better place for others, we
can all work together to make our congregations safe for everyone.

misconduct, much like how many workplaces today have regular
training sessions about sexual harassment. I truly believe that not
having such training on a regular and recurring basis minimizes
the effectiveness of the training. If regular training does not occur,
congregations run the risk of simply relying on having the right
policies in place to avoid exploitation. Having the right policies
is indeed a great start, but I believe congregations are called to
safeguard every member of the congregation to the best of the
congregation’s ability, and that requires effort on a regular basis that
moves beyond creating set-it-and-forget-it policies. I believe effective
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