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Several months ago, the staff at Gifted For Leadership sat 
around a conference room table brainstorming topics for future 
downloadable booklets. As we batted around different topics, 
shared stories, and what we’d been hearing “on the street,” if you 
will, we noticed a “theme” laced through many of our stories: 
sexual misconduct on behalf of many Christian leaders we knew 
(or knew of ). 

Coming out of that meeting, we knew two things: One, we 
wanted to cover the topic in a downloadable resource like the one 
you’re reading. And two, we wanted to find out just how great a 
problem this really is. Sexual misconduct in the church is, as we 
realized, more than something you simply hear about on the 
national news. It is, unfortunately, a very real part of the broken 
body of Christ here on earth. So we commissioned a survey with 
NationalChristianPoll.com. The results of which formed the 
leading article in this booklet.
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This resource gives you not only the results of Gifted For 
Leadership’s exclusive survey results on Sexual Misconduct in the 
Church but also articles that offer the perspective of the “victim” 
and the perpetrator, a quiz to help you identify sexual misconduct, 
and other tools in dealing with this tragedy. We believe this is an 
essential pack for every woman leader (and male too!) to help her 
know not only how to identify sexual misconduct (because it isn’t 
always blatant) but what to do when it happens to them, someone on 
their team, or someone they love.

Blessings,

Caryn Rivadeneira
Managing Editor, Gifted For Leadership
Christianity Today International
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A new study of self-described “active Christian women” shows 
more than a quarter personally experienced sexually inappropriate 
behavior, and one fourth of those that experienced it said it happened 
in a church or ministry setting. The survey, based on answers given 
last fall by 779 American women to NationalChristianPoll.com, 
was designed to capture the range and extent to which women 
encounter unwelcome, gender-based behaviors by their male 
counterparts, either in the workplace or within a church or ministry 
setting. Commonly reported inappropriate behaviors include sexual 
advances, touching or sexual contact, suggestive jokes, glances with 
sexual overtones, and demeaning comments.

It’s Not Funny
While some may take suggestive jokes or demeaning comments to a 
coworker or ministry colleague lightly, this kind of behavior can 
create a stressful environment. Joy Thornburg Melton, an ordained 
minister and attorney who currently serves in the United Methodist 
Church as chief resource officer for PACT (United Methodist 

www.nationalchristianpoll.com
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Property and Casualty Trust), says these survey results are “interesting, 
but not surprising.” Based on the anecdotal reports she receives from 
individual women in a wide variety of ministry settings, she says, 
“There is a lot of inappropriate ‘conversation’ being tolerated by women 
so as not to antagonize men in their workplaces.”

Not all incidents reported in the survey fall under the strict legal 
definition of sexual harassment. According to Frank Sommerville, an 
attorney and CPA who specializes in church law and tax, the simple 
legal definition of sexual harassment is “unwelcome attention due to 
one ’s gender. Closely related to this is the term ‘hostile work 
environment,’ which occurs when unwelcome comments or conduct 
based on sex, race, or other legally protected characteristics 
unreasonably interferes with an employee ’s work performance or 
creates an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment.”

The survey shows a relatively low number of occurrences of sexual 
harassment in churches or ministry workplaces. Only two percent of 
respondents who work in a church or ministry setting say their 
employment was contingent upon dates or sexual favors. This number 
goes up sharply in the secular world: 22 percent of women reported 
“quid pro quo” harassment.

While the courts recognize both “quid pro quo” and “hostile 
environment” as two forms of sexual harassment, Sommerville says a 
church employer can prevent both types of problems by adopting—and 
following—a written policy. Larger churches, he admits, are better 
prepared than smaller churches. “The federal law regarding sexual 
harassment only applies to employers with 15 or more employees. As a 
result, churches are often unprepared to comply with this law once they 
hire their 15th employee.”

The Need for Policies
Only half of the survey respondents said their employers (either in the 
secular world or in churches and ministries) have established sexual 
harassment prevention and response policies. This means many churches 
may be vulnerable to a claim of sexual harassment.

Recognizing this deficiency, Melton has spent nearly two decades 
writing policy and creating training curriculum to educate clergy on 
sexual ethics within ministry, as well as for the church as a workplace. 
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“We train our bishops and district superintendents and local pastors in 
what to do when somebody brings a complaint of this nature—how it is to 
be processed and handled. We want to be able to deal with it openly, 
honestly, and expeditiously,” she says.

Unfortunately, not all church leaders invest this kind of time and energy 
into understanding, preventing, or responding to sexual misconduct or 
harassment allegations. In fact, 34 percent of survey respondents admitted 
they aren’t sure what their employers are doing to reduce the occurrence 
of harassment or sexual misconduct.

“Fewer churches have sexual misconduct policies in place to protect 
volunteers because federal law does not mandate it,” Sommerville adds. 
He suggests that churches should create policies to protect both employees 
and volunteers. “The church needs to realize that it is composed of 
imperfect individuals. As a result, it needs to be proactive in preventing 
harassment by training its leaders on the subject. It also needs to train its 
employees and volunteers to treat each person with dignity and respect.”

Due to the trusting relationship that exists between clergy and church 
employees and members, some states have passed laws that automatically 
make any form of sexual contact between clergy and church employees 
and members a felony.

When a Pastor Becomes a Predator
When Sharon*, a former director of Christian education for her church, 
was sexually mistreated by her boss, the senior pastor, she learned the 
dilemma victims face in coming forward with an allegation. “When I 
finally got up the courage to tell anyone what was happening to me at 
work, one response I got was, ‘Don’t say anything; it’s a nice church.’ 
Pastors are put up on a pedestal, and no one wants to believe that they 
could do anything like this,” Sharon explains.

NationalChristianPoll.com results reveal that women like Sharon 
recognize when they are being sexually harassed by their male colleagues 
or bosses, but 53 percent of the respondents say they do not plan to report 
these instances. The main reason: They don’t want to stir up controversy. 
Sommerville finds victims’ reluctance to report instances of inappropriate 
behavior the most disturbing result of this survey.

www.nationalchristianpoll.com
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“It may sound strange that I wasn’t more assertive,” explains Sharon, “but 
you’ve got to remember: This was my pastor, whom I respected. He was a 
wonderful guy. I was so confused and upset.”

While sexual harassment is misconduct that occurs strictly in an 
employment context, inappropriate sexual contact of any kind between a 
pastor and an employee or church member becomes more complicated 
because of the spiritual dimension of this relationship. “Our clergy persons 
now have a much better understanding that they have the power,” says 
Melton. “They stand between the parishioner and God in a lot of people ’s 
minds, whether the clergy person articulates it or not.”

For Sharon, weekly meetings with her senior pastor went from 
professional to predatory. “Every Friday I would meet with my senior 
pastor to discuss work. At one of these weekly meetings, I shared personal 
news about my father-in-law’s deteriorating health. When the meeting 
concluded, the pastor hugged me.”

“At first,” Sharon says, “I thought this was a nice gesture of concern on 
his part for me and my father-in-law. But the hug was a little too 
passionate, instead of just nice, brief, and supportive. I didn’t feel it was 
quite right.” She decided from then on not to talk with her pastor about 
anything of a personal nature. At her next weekly meeting, Sharon kept 
the conversation to work-related issues. “There was nothing I said that 
would have incurred the need for a hug.” But he did it anyway.

“I felt violated because it was so passionate, and I was confused as to why 
in the world he was doing this.” Sharon left the meeting hurriedly, feeling 
bewildered. She determined that if this occurred again, she would speak up 
and refuse his hug. As they concluded their next meeting, he got up and 
pulled her close to him. “He had his arms tightly around my waist,” 
Sharon says. “When I pulled away, only my head pulled back, and then he 
kissed me.”

Sharon pushed herself free and quickly left the room, horrified at what had 
just happened.

What Sharon Did
After this episode, Sharon confronted her pastor and told him his advances 
were unwelcome. Although he finally stopped forcing unwanted 
passionate hugs and kisses on her, he continued to undermine her request 
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to stop the behavior altogether. “One time in a meeting he told me I 
looked beautiful,” says Sharon. “I got flustered and quickly changed the 
subject. He kept bringing us into that sexual arena where he knew I was 
uncomfortable.”

When Sharon’s church began preparing to celebrate her pastor’s 
retirement, it hit her: “I endured harassment—a whole year of walking 
on pins and needles,” she says. “I never knew if my pastor was going to 
do something weird, or if I would lose my job. I wanted to hold him 
accountable and tell him what I experienced. He needed to apologize for 
this.”

Sharon proceeded to write him a letter. As she collected her thoughts, 
she confided in a co-worker, also a close friend. It turned out this friend 
had heard of a similar incident with the same pastor and another church 
employee. “Once I knew there was another person,” says Sharon, “I 
knew I had to do more than write a letter to him.”

Sharon recalled seeing a phone number for a sexual harassment hotline 
in the church office. After calling, she was placed with an advocate who 
explained the options she could pursue to remedy her situation, which 
included filing a church grievance, filing for civil action, or working 
with her denomination’s sexual harassment team. Sharon chose to use 
the sexual harassment team to bring closure to this chapter in her life. 
Sadly, it did not net her an apology from her pastor, which was one 
primary outcome she was hoping to achieve.

“When someone files a sexual harassment lawsuit in the workplace, 
they’re doing it to win a monetary award for pain and suffering,” 
Melton says. “If somebody turns to the church for a claim of clergy 
misconduct, they’re doing it to bring it to the church’s attention to try 
to stop it so no one else gets hurt. There ’s very little motivation to do 
that except the motivation of making something right.  Fortunately for 
the church, some people still want to do this, and thank goodness for 
that.”

A Time to Heal
Based on the NationalChristianPoll.com survey results, 48 percent of 
women who experienced sexual mistreatment in a church or ministry 
setting say they are less likely to trust men; 43 percent say they are less 
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likely to trust leaders; and 41 percent say the experience made them pray 
more. Sharon says the experience shattered her faith in the institution of 
church, but not her faith in God.

“My pastor picked the wrong victim with me,” she says. “He didn’t think 
I’d fight back. I’m glad I called the hotline. I’m glad I met with an 
advocate and found out what was available to do. It also helped to have a 
few people in my camp who could support me and who understood what I 
was going through.”

Sharon quit her job, and for years following her ordeal, she stayed away 
from church. Gently, her old friends invited her back into fellowship. “I 
knew there wasn’t going to be a perfect church out there,” she explains. 
“All churches have problems. For me, I learned the hard way that I would 
need to be responsible for setting my own boundaries.”

An Ounce of Prevention
Both Melton and Sommerville recommend that churches establish sexual 
ethics policies for all ministry leaders. For churches who employ 15 or 
more people, it is imperative to adopt clear, written policies regarding 
sexual conduct to protect their volunteers, employees, and themselves.

“Most churches are devastated when they learn of sexual misconduct 
within their church,” Sommerville says. “However, if the church 
recognizes that it may occur, and prepares for that possibility, they are the 
ones who rarely need to use the policies they have in place. On the other 
hand, the churches that fail to prepare usually pay a very high price. When 
sexual boundaries are crossed between church employees, the legal 
consequences can be significant. Juries tend to award larger damages to 
victims of sexual harassment within churches because they think church 
should be a safe place. Churches ignore this topic at their peril.”

The EEOC (Equal Employment Opportunity Commission) offers these 
guidelines: “Prevention is the best tool for the elimination of sexual 
harassment. An employer should take all steps necessary to prevent sexual 
harassment from occurring, such as affirmatively raising the subject, 
expressing strong disapproval, developing appropriate sanctions, 
informing employees of their right to raise—and how to raise—the issue 
of harassment under Title VII, and developing methods to sensitize all 
concerned.”
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Along with turning to a skilled attorney for help in drafting and reviewing 
sexual harassment policies and procedures, be sure to check if your church 
insurance covers employment-related claims, such as a sexual harassment 
claim. Sharon offers her own prevention strategies. “Churches need to set 
better boundaries,” she says. “Pastors are in many intimate situations. 
They’re allowed to counsel people who, in many cases, are very 
vulnerable. Pastors should meet with a counselee one time, and then refer 
that person to a professional counselor.”

She also says that churches should install doors with glass inserts. “I was 
always in my pastor’s office with the door shut. If there was a glass panel 
in that door, I think he would have been less apt to hug me passionately.”

For victims, Sharon offers this advice: “We tell kids that if something feels 
uncomfortable, it’s okay to speak up and say so. Even with our beloved 
pastors, if their behavior makes you feel uncomfortable, it’s okay to say 
something about it.”

*Victim’s name has been changed.

Marian V. Liautaud is editor of Your Church Resources. For more information 
on how Title VII laws apply to churches, see Richard Hammar’s book Pastor, 
Church & Law, Volume 3: Employment Law. To learn more about 
preventing sexual harassment within your ministry, download Protect Your 
Staff from Sexual Harassment available for purchase at 
YourChurchResources.com.

Thought Provokers
• According to the survey, 48 percent of women who’ve experienced sexual 

misconduct are less likely to trust men. Have you experienced something 
that’s left you less able to trust men? What’s been the result?

• What sorts of policies—if any—does your church have regarding sexual 
misconduct? How might those policies be improved or added to?

www.yourchurchresources.com
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Have you or anyone you’ve known ever experienced what 
you consider sexual harassment in the workplace or ministry/
non-ministry involvement (including church or other ministry/
non-ministry settings)? (Check all that apply)   

Active 
Christian 
Women

Total Number of Respondents 669

Yes, I am personally experiencing sexual harassment at the 
present time 

Yes, I have personally experienced sexual harassment in the 
past 

Yes, someone I’ve known has experienced sexual 
harassment (currently or in the past)

26%

Yes, sexual harassment has been reported to me in an 
official capacity

4%

No 58%

SEXUAL HARASSMENT 
EXPERIENCES AMONG ALL WOMEN

EMPLOYED WOMEN WHO SAY
THEY’VE ENCOUNTERED SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Of the 669 respondents, 26%, or 172 women, worked outside the home at the time of the 
survey or worked outside the home in the last three years and responded that they were 
harassed by a co-worker or peer, boss or supervisor, customer/client/supplier, or a superior.

Results are among U.S. Active Christian women panelists on NationalChristianPoll.com

1%

27%

26%

74%
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In your work or ministry/non-ministry 
involvement, have you ever experienced any of 
the following behaviors that were directed at 
you? ***

Yes, In 
Non-
Ministry 
Setting*

Yes, In 
Ministry 
Setting

No

Total Number of Respondents (Base)**

Suggestive jokes (Base 166) 89% 18% 7%

Demeaning comments (Base 167) 75% 19% 22%

Glances with sexual overtones (Base 168) 72% 16% 25%

Sexual advances (Base 169) 70% 11% 27%

Offensive gestures (Base 163) 70% 8% 29%

Touching or sexual contact (Base 170) 60% 15% 35%

Hostile environment (Base 161) 59% 14% 39%

Working with an overly sexual or flirtatious 
female      co-worker (Base 162)

48% 11% 51%

Gender discrimination (Base 163) 47% 25% 45%

Repeated requests for dates (Base 165) 42% 6% 56%

Suggestive emails or notes (Base 162) 38% 4% 60%

Explicit websites in my range of view (Base 159) 24% 1% 76%

Suggestions that employment is contingent 
upon dates or sexual favors (Base 163)

22% 2% 77%

Sexual assault (Base 161) 21% 3% 77%

*Unquestionably, all of these behaviors are harassing in nature. However, under the 
technical, legal definition of sexual harassment, they need to occur in an employment 
setting, and they must create either a hostile work environment for the individual 
enduring the behavior, or a situation where a person feels their job is contingent 
upon continuing to endure the mistreatment. Behaviors like these that occur in non-
employment setting are referred to as sexual misconduct rather than sexual harassment.

**Base indicates the number of respondents for a behavior.

***Includes those who checked “Both Settings.”

TYPES OF BEHAVIORS EMPLOYED WOMEN
SAY THEY’VE EXPERIENCED

Results are among U.S. Active Christian women panelists on NationalChristianPoll.com who either 
worked outside the home at the time of the survey or worked outside the home in the last three years 
and responded that they were harassed by a co-worker or peer, boss or supervisor, customer/client/
supplier, or a superior.
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How did you respond to the situation? (Check all that apply)  Employed

Number of Respondents who have personally experienced 
sexual harassment 

169

Avoided the perpetrator  50%

Ignored it 45%

Shrugged it off 38%

Prayed 31%

Confronted the perpetrator 30%

Reported it to my superior 28%

Quit my job/position 21%

Reported it to someone in human resources 11%

Sought counseling 9%

Asked to change positions or departments 7%

Currently thinking about quitting my job/position 5%

Asked for a transfer to another office 2%

Took legal action 1%

Other 13%

Results are among U.S. Active Christian women panelists on NationalChristianPoll.com who 
either worked outside the home at the time of the survey or worked outside the home in 
the last three years and responded that they were harassed by a co-worker or peer, boss or 
supervisor, customer/client/supplier, or a superior.

HOW EMPLOYED WOMEN RESPONDED TO
PERCEIVED SEXUAL HARASSMENT
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Which of the following describe why you did not report or 
have not yet reported the incident? (Check all that apply)   

Employed

Number of Respondents who have personally experienced 
sexual harassment, didn’t report it

103

Didn’t want to cause controversy 45%

Embarrassment 39%

Not sure of the consequences 34%

Not sure if I’d be believed 26%

Fear of being told I can’t take a joke or to loosen up 25%

Didn’t want to get the person in trouble 24%

Fear of losing my job or retaliation 22%

Wasn’t sure if it was sexual harassment 21%

Blamed myself 15%

Didn’t want to embarrass the church or organization 7%

Other 23%

Results are among U.S. Active Christian women panelists on NationalChristianPoll.com who 
either worked outside the home at the time of the survey or worked outside the home in 
the last three years and responded that they were harassed by a co-worker or peer, boss or 
supervisor, customer/client/supplier, or a superior.

WHY EMPLOYED WOMEN DIDN’T REPORT
THE PERCEIVED SEXUAL HARASSMENT
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by G. L. Klienhardt

FIrst Person

It Happened 
to Me
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I didn’t want the job in the first place. For six years I was a stay-at-
home mom, but after months of budget cuts and a lot of denial, my 
husband and I faced the inevitable: We needed a second income.

Even as I searched the classifieds, I prayed constantly, but it was 
nothing close to a peaceful acceptance of God’s will.

I sunk into depression and felt like a failure. I was angry with myself 
for not pursuing the freelance writing career I’d always planned. 
Now it was too late. We needed the income immediately.

My husband, Brad*, called from work one day to give me a phone 
number. A coworker told him about a self-employed ordained 
minister who ran a national ministry from his home. He needed an 
administrative assistant. “He says Mr. Ray’s* a great guy, and the 
hours are flexible. You may even work at home sometimes,” Brad 
told me.
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My spirits lifted as I called the number. When I arrived at Mr. Ray’s 
home for an interview, he led me down a narrow stairway into the 
basement. There were two offices separated by a library. When I 
learned I’d be Mr. Ray’s only employee, I felt discomfort at the 
thought of working with him in this isolated setting.

But my reservations were soon laid to rest. Mr. Ray traveled for weeks 
at a time. Plus he helped me set up my home office so I could work 
from there when possible. I set my own schedule. I thought I’d hit the 
jackpot when it came to family-friendly jobs! I thought, God must have 
led me to this job. He gave me what I needed—an income without a lot of 
hours away from home.

Several weeks into my new job, Mr. Ray walked into my office and 
asked me a question. When I turned to him, he gave me an odd look, 
then stopped mid-sentence. “What?” I asked.

He explained reluctantly that my beautiful eyes were distracting. 
“They take my breath away,” he said, “and I can’t think.”

That night I asked Brad what he thought of Mr. Ray’s revelation. 
“That’s kind of weird,” he said. “It’s not like he was hitting on you, 
right?”

“Right,” I said with confidence. I believed Mr. Ray wasn’t trying to 
“start something.” He seemed happily married and was old enough to 
be my father.

But after a few months, he was complimenting me daily, saying things 
such as, “Oh, good, you’re wearing your hair up the way I like it.” Just 
when it started to bother me, he ’d leave on a trip. I’d relax again, 
reminding myself how fortunate I was to have a job with such 
freedom. I tried to count my blessings. Every day I read letters from 
people thanking Mr. Ray for making a difference in their life. I was 
part of that.

When we started meeting some of Mr. Ray’s associates for lunch, he 
and his colleagues seemed to appreciate my suggestions. When the 
others left, Mr. Ray and I would frequently stick around to review the 
notes I’d taken. This gradually turned into lunch meetings at which 
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only Mr. Ray and I were present. Though it did feel odd to be in a 
restaurant alone with a man other than my husband, we did some of our 
best strategizing over steak and salad. Isn’t this what business people do 
every day? I reasoned.

After a while, I realized I was increasingly self-conscious every time I 
walked in the office. The compliments didn’t stop, whether they were 
about my work or my appearance. Without analyzing why, I stopped 
wearing mascara and perfume to work. I tried not to initiate 
conversation with Mr. Ray.

He began to tell me personal things. He once confided he ’d met a 
young woman he ’d encountered online. She ’d been sexually abused, 
and he counseled her. He explained there was nowhere else to talk 
privately, so they ended up in her hotel room, stretched out on her bed. 
“Many pastors would say I shouldn’t have done this,” he said, “but it’s 
important for this girl to see there are men she can trust. She told me it 
was the first time she ’d been alone with a man, and he hadn’t made a 
move on her.”

Mr. Ray had many such stories, and I never knew what to say.

I didn’t have the nerve to tell him my true opinion: He was playing with 
fire.

Then Mr. Ray took things further. Once, while preparing for a business 
trip, he joked, “I’ll be sitting in a hot tub, thinking about you.”

“Thanks,” I said awkwardly.

“Actually, I’d better not think about you there, or I’ll picture you in a 
bikini. I better not go there.”

My only response was to leave the room. I hadn’t been in the working 
world much before, so I told myself this went with the territory. I’m not 
going to be a prude and overreact to some innocent joking, I thought.

Also, knowing I wasn’t attracted to Mr. Ray made me feel safe. 
Furthermore, the fact I was nearly 100 pounds overweight made me 
sure I was misreading his signals. I decided to “toughen up.”
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Nevertheless, every time Mr. Ray made me uncomfortable, I told my 
husband. Brad wasn’t thrilled. “He dates my wife more than I do,” he 
said once, referring to my lunch meetings with my boss.

“Do you want me to quit?” I asked.

“I can’t afford to take you out like that, so it hurts me a little. But I 
don’t want to be selfish, especially since your lunch dates for the last 
six years have been peanut butter and jelly with the kids. Besides, 
you’re enjoying the work. Where else could you find a job with this 
kind of flexibility? It’s your choice.”

Finally, two things forced me to make a decision. One day Mr. Ray 
and I met with a woman who supported the ministry. Later, Mr. Ray 
told me that 20 years ago he almost married her. Because she was 
seriously ill, she broke off the engagement. He told me about her 
health problems and surgeries, finally relating to me her breast 
reduction surgery. I was stunned when he began commenting on her 
breast size. I held up a hand and said, “No. Don’t tell me anymore. 
Please.”

Saying no to Mr. Ray for the first time gave me a new feeling of 
strength. I realized then I’d put up with too much for too long. Today 
was a good start, I told myself. It’s my own fault this has gone on so long.

I’d been at my job nearly eight months, and I now decided I wouldn’t 
stay longer than a year. But since this was my first job in many years, 
I felt it was important to leave with a good referral. So, I forced 
myself to be okay with things, at least for a while longer.

Not long after that resolution, Mr. Ray brought up another red-flag 
subject. He explained he had a chat-room ministry. It was his 
“calling” to help insecure women feel beautiful, writing them daily 
and even meeting some of them. He found these women at chat 
rooms for large women. “Big is beautiful,” he said, “and these 
women need to hear that.” A light went on in my head, accompanied 
by a sinking feeling in my stomach.

Then he began talking about me, saying he enjoyed making me feel 
good about myself. He said, “Hey, if I can make you feel sexy, what’s 
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the harm in that? You have a husband at home—it’s not like anything 
would ever come of it.”

I felt ill. It sounded like the classic test-the-waters statement. Was he 
trying to get me to say something he wanted to hear? He was on 
dangerous ground; it took me a while to realize I was, too.
As the shock wore off, I gathered my things and said I had to leave. He 
acted confused, and asked me to stay and talk, but I already was walking 
up the stairs.

I felt strange, and I heard a voice in my head saying, Leave right now.

Later at home, I announced to my husband I wasn’t going back. He 
hugged me tightly. His relief was obvious. “If you felt so strongly,” I 
asked him, “why didn’t you insist I leave?”

“I guess I never wanted you to say I made you quit,” he said. “But I’m 
telling you, that man was on my last nerve!”

I wrote Mr. Ray a letter, telling him how uncomfortable I’d been with 
the way he ’d conducted himself. I expressed regret that I hadn’t said 
anything sooner. It was a difficult letter to write; I felt like a coward. 
Wasn’t I two-faced, listening for months like a friend while keeping my 
true thoughts to myself? However, all confusion died the minute I 
signed my name. I was free!

I never spoke to Mr. Ray again, but he did write me a letter in reply. 
Part of it was whiny, asking me to remember all he ’d done for me. I felt 
he was trying to make me feel guilty. The other part was an apology. 
“My conscience is clear,” he said. “If I’m guilty of anything, it’s of 
being unwise. I’ve learned a hard lesson.”
I have, too. Several.

I’m Not Always As Strong As I Think.
I never thought I was naive, but even the most sensible woman can have 
a blind spot. My depression, undiagnosed until several weeks after I 
quit, made me even more vulnerable. Plus, I never confided in my 
pastor, sisters, or mother about my concerns. I feared they’d tell me to 
leave right away, and I didn’t believe they could possibly understand my 
situation. After all, they were financially and emotionally stable. But 
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those who care the most about us, especially if they’re not close to the 
situation, are precisely the people to turn to. We need wise counsel in 
times of turmoil.

I’m Quite Often Stronger Than I Think
I felt I’d already failed at my job as a mother (I wasn’t home) and as a 
writer (I didn’t try hard enough). These insecurities left me susceptible to 
Mr. Ray’s compliments. Afraid I might not find another job, or I might 
not be liked if I spoke up, I allowed myself to believe I was only 
successful because Mr. Ray believed in me. It wasn’t true. I had it in me 
all along, but like many women, I felt trapped. I couldn’t see all my 
options. Men who harass are master manipulators. Our strongest defense 
lies in these two areas: our God-given intuition, and faith in our value in 
Christ.

Honesty Saves Time and Stress
The biggest thing I did right was tell my husband absolutely everything. 
However, I should have been more honest in how I reacted to my boss’ 
subtle advances. I should have asked him early on not to comment on my 
appearance or share such personal stories. Studies show that in a 
surprisingly high number of cases—up to 90 percent—the harasser will 
stop when confronted directly. This is especially true if it’s a fairly “mild” 
level of harassment, such as off-color jokes, excessive comments on 
appearance, or repeated requests for dates. It’s not easy, but women need 
to be bold in drawing boundaries with men. It might be embarrassing, 
even scary, but we must remember we’ve done the right thing.

Having gained the perspective that comes with time and distance, I’m 
embarrassed I stayed in that job so long. After a crying jag that lasted two 
days, I sought help from a Christian counselor. Counseling and 
antidepressants cleared away the confusion and discouragement, allowing 
me to see life with hope. Most importantly, I was able to understand how 
close God really was at the time I felt so alone. His protection and leading 
were always there, but profound self-doubt caused me to mistrust what I 
sensed.

The emotional strength I once lacked increases every day, but I guard it. 
Now that I know I’m prone to depression, I exercise, consistently study 
the Bible, pray, and seek counseling when needed. Knowing more about 
sexual harassment makes me stronger as well. I’ve learned my reactions 
were typical of most women in this situation.
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I’m back home with my kids now, and I’ve launched my writing 
career. The peace I have is my confirmation that, for now, I’m right 
where I should be. Should I ever choose to re-enter the workforce, I’ll 
enter it a much wiser, bolder person.

G. L. Klienhardt is a pseudonym for a freelance writer living in Arizona. 
This article first appeared in the November/December 2001 issue of 
today’s chrIstIan Woman. 

Thought Provokers
• It’s easy to play Monday-morning quarterback with G.L. and see all 

the things she could’ve done. But have you ever experienced 
harassment or abuse of any kind simply because money was a factor? 
Does this make it more or less understandable? How so?

• What sorts of  excuses have you made in your life for other people’s 
inappropriate behavior?
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relating to your staff.    
by Stephen Chawaga

PractIcally sPeakIng

An Ounce of 
Prevention

Sexual Misconduct in the Church 
An Ounce of Prevention
22

Q: There is so much in the news these days about sexual 
misconduct by church employees. How does all of this publicity 
affect church ministries in general?

A: There is no doubt that charges of abusive conduct in churches 
are receiving lots of publicity around the world. While it may seem 
that there is no way to anticipate when such claims could involve 
your church or by whom they might be made, there are things you 
can do to prevent them and to prepare to deal with them if they 
do arise. 

Think prevention first and always. The best way to prevent 
claims of sexual misconduct being made against your church is to 
minimize the situations in which they can arise. Certainly there 
are occasions when someone on your pastoral staff must meet 
one-on-one and in solitude with a member to provide counseling 
or a chance for confession or prayer. But routine administrative 
meetings don’t have to be conducted that way. And if there is a 
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door to the minister’s office, closing it should be the exception and 
not the rule. Likewise, staff visits to people ’s homes are often 
necessary. But there are other occasions when meetings can take 
place at the church or a public place like the local Starbucks. 
Ministers should be encouraged to meet parishioners away from 
their homes when appropriate. And if your minister lives alone, it 
is hard to think of any occasion on which he or she should be 
hosting a meeting with an individual. Don’t let your minister 
ignore these concerns, as doing so will expose the entire church to 
lawsuits and liability.

These practices extend beyond just your spiritual leaders to every 
member of your staff as well as lay ministers. Your Sunday school 
should have two teachers in every classroom every week. 
Encourage parents to pick up their children at the church after 
they return from a youth ministry trip, rather than having 
someone drive them home. Your ministers should know where 
your staff is and what they are doing at all times. Don’t let a lack 
of vigilance get anyone into trouble.

In addition, take a careful look at your insurance coverage for 
sexual misconduct. If you have a group policy through your 
denomination or one of the large church insurers, they probably 
have insured you against such claims. There may be conditions on 
such coverage, like mandating that your staff attends training 
sessions or reads a manual on claim prevention. Make sure your 
staff complies with these conditions. If your policy doesn’t include 
specific coverage for sexual misconduct or sexual abuse claims, 
contact the agent who sold it to you and get a clear explanation.

Stephen Chawaga (schawaga@monteverde.com) practices law 
with the firm of Monteverde McAlee & Hurd in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. This first appeared in the September/October 2002 
issue of your church. 

schawaga@monteverde.com
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Thought Provokers
• Chawaga writes, “The best way to prevent claims of sexual misconduct 

being made against your church is to minimize the situations in which 
they can arise.” What sorts of measures has your church or organization 
taken to minimize this? What more can be done?

• He also cautions everyone in a church—from staff to lay leaders to 
parents—to practice vigilance. How vigilant in preventing misconduct 
is your church? What might help people become more proactive in 
preventing abuse?
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Why pastors sometimes become          
perpetrators.    
by Bill D. Hallsted

Pr ac t I c a l ly sP e a k I n g

Perils of the 
Professionally 
Holy
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Her face was convulsed with emotion as tears ran down her 
cheeks, her hands twisting a forgotten handkerchief into a tight 
knot. She finally choked out the reason she wouldn’t go near 
church: “I was baptized almost seven years ago. The preacher 
called and convinced me that’s what I needed to do. We went 
right to the church, just the two of us, and he baptized me. 
Then he came into my dressing room and made a pass at me!”

As she told me her story, I was shocked. An extreme event? 
Yes. Appalling? Atypical? Yes, but sadly not a unique or 
isolated occurrence. Even some of the churches I’ve been 
associated with have had to ask for a preacher’s resignation 
because of sexual misconduct. 
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So why the sexual failings, especially among ministers? A lack of 
Christian devotion or sincerity is rarely to blame. I suspect 
something more insidious is behind the problem. I’ve noticed three 
subtle but powerful dangers that cause extra temptation for the 
“professionally religious”:

Overfamiliarity with God. It’s hardly possible to be too close to 
God. But it is possible to become so accustomed to the reality of 
God that we no longer stand in awe of him.

As preachers, our times of worship are easily identified with work. 
Our recreation, much of it, is wrapped up in church activities. Our 
career is the church; our homes are often the property of the 
church. Our amusement, our jokes, our funny anecdotes and ironic 
remembrances, our comic relief-all center on the church. We handle 
the things of God day in and day out.

Because of this, we may begin to lose the awe that keeps us in 
profound respect of the holy and righteous God who will judge his 
people.

Sin saturation. Compounding this tendency is our constant traffic 
with a numbing array of people ’s sins. Rightly we speak of God’s 
boundless forgiveness and willingness to restore. But week after 
week, a torrent of sins needing forgiveness flows past our 
awareness until we may begin to lose sense of the awfulness of sin. 
We who ought to hate sin more than anyone because we so 
constantly see its devastating effect can become the most passive 
toward it.

We’ve seen so many gross sins that when we are then tempted, it 
may seem such a minor thing if we, too, should sin: All that 
forgiveness will surely cover me, won’t it?

Job overload. It seems close to blasphemy to say we need time 
away from the things of God. Maybe that’s why so many are 
unwilling to say it, let alone secure it.
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Everyone else needs a break from thinking about jobs and the 
demands of work. Since our “job” surrounds us with the things of 
God, our minds need a similar rest. It’s only natural.

Yet, so much do our minds need a hiatus from constant religious 
exposure that we can find ourselves vulnerable to amusement far 
removed from the things of God, and our society offers limitless 
opportunities for such escape. They’re as close as the television 
knob, the magazine rack, or the bookstore. And they sully the 
hands of God’s workers.

The answer? A devotional pattern that places us starkly in awe 
before a fearsome God. A God-angled view of sin and its 
consequences. A habit of escaping the pressures of Christian work, 
for relaxation and renewal-activities that don’t violate the holiness 
of God. Easy? Not at all, but necessary.

Bill D. Hallsted was a pastor of the Truman (Minnesota) Church of 
God. This article first appeared in the Winter 1988 issue of 
leadershIP Journal. 

Thought Provokers
• What do you think of Hallsted’s “reasons” for sexual misconduct 

on behalf of pastors?

• Which of these three things seems most likely to result in temptation 
of some sort in your life (though not necessarily in sexual 
misconduct)?
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An inside look at one denomination’s 
handling of a sex crisis.
by Name withheld

Journal of 
a Broken 
Ministry
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When charges of sexual misconduct are brought against a 
pastor, the denomination has to act—either to clear a name or 
clear the pulpit. And in either case, it wants to prevent further 
damage and begin the healing process. A New Zealand pastor on 
such an investigating committee jotted his reactions during the 
experience. Although names and details have been altered, this 
true story offers insight into pastoral temptation, sin, and guilt—
and their effect on a church.

Sunday, March 3 
Just before tonight’s service, Ian [the author’s senior pastor] 
called me into his office. He had been asked to help resolve 
allegations that a fellow pastor in our denomination was 
involved in an immoral relationship with a woman in his 
congregation. When he asked if I could travel with him 
tomorrow, I was surprised.
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But when Ian told me the pastor’s name, my spirit plummeted. Not 
Tom!

I could hardly concentrate tonight while assisting in the service. I 
was thinking of Tom’s service, wondering what he was thinking as 
he stood before his people and realized that if the accusation is 
proven, this might be his last time. How would Tom handle the kind 
words spoken unknowingly to him at the close? Tonight he must 
have felt the freedom of their affection, knowing that next time it 
could be so different.

I still want to deny the whole thing. How can it be true? We have 
known each other so long. Tom’s a recognized spiritual leader, a 
father, a respected teacher and guide to so many of God’s people.

Dear God, this can’t be true. If Tom can be brought down, what 
hope is there for any of us?

Monday, March 4
Not much sleep last night. As I rushed to throw a few things into a 
travel bag, I wondered, Do I need to take my Bible? Of course, for 
all we do today must be based on the truth and mercy of God’s 
Word.

Ian and I caught the first flight out. We decided on the plane that 
whether Tom had done wrong or not, we wanted things to be as 
Psalm 85:10 states, “Mercy and truth have met together, 
righteousness and peace have kissed each other.” We both knew we 
also carried the bent toward sin. That realization tempered all we did 
today.

At the airport we met Tom’s young assistant pastor. He was 
attempting to be strong, to act brave, but I could see the pain in his 
eyes. He obviously hadn’t had much sleep or peace of mind recently. 
Suddenly a great burden of responsibility had fallen on him and the 
elders.

The commission—Ian, another of Tom’s pastor friends, the assistant 
pastor, three elders from Tom’s church, and me—met at the church. 
The elders had asked us to come after they had been told about 
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Tom’s adultery by his wife, who bore the shock of an anonymous 
phone call. Out of fairness to Tom, the elders wanted us to sit in on 
their disciplinary hearing.

Today reminded me of my jury duty last week in a civil court. I 
wondered then how it would feel to sit in the judge ’s seat. Today I 
found out when my brother in Christ stood before us. I wish it had 
been like the other times we met—a hug, a strong handshake, 
laughter, inquiries about our families. Not this time.

We were all embarrassed. What do you say? How do you act? Over 
polite handshakes, we looked into the eyes of a man who appeared 
devastated. Shame is a soul-destroying thing.

Last week as a juror I had to seek proof of the charges. Today, by his 
honest confession, Tom immediately convicted himself. A few 
minutes later, the woman also confessed.

There was no harsh condemnation of Tom or the woman. With our 
hands clasped tightly together, heads bowed, and tears running, Tom 
said, “No one can punish me more than I punish myself.”

I felt compassion, though it was still mixed with confusion. Why had 
it happened? We asked Tom, “Why didn’t you come to us for help? 
Couldn’t you trust us?” but Tom couldn’t answer. Maybe the pit was 
too deep, the top too far either to pull himself out or to seek the help 
of others. Still, I wish he had tried. We might have saved him from 
this terrible day.

The hardest part was the discipline we had to impose. We excused 
Tom from the room. I was pleased that our discussion was so 
harmonious. And I think the guidelines we came up with were sound:

1. No public ministry in any form for one year.

2. In that time, the true fruits of repentance must be seen.

3. Removal from the pastorate of the church (the one he and his 
wife had labored over for so long!).

4. Relocation to another area, where he will be under the care of a 
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minister who will covenant with Tom to see a threefold 
restoration: of Tom himself, of his marriage and family 
relationship, and after that, of his ministry function.

5. Public confession before the congregation of his sin and 
repentance, and a request for their forgiveness.

That last one was the hardest, but we had to impose it. As the 
shepherd of his flock, he had spoken of God’s ways and requirements. 
He had offered correction and discipline. Now he must face his own.

That abstract question, “Should we expect higher standards of 
personal conduct for those called to minister?” became real today. The 
answer must be yes. As Jesus said, “To whom much is given shall 
much more be required.” Should the rules of discipline be higher? 
Again I could only say yes. James 3:1 puts it so clearly: “Let not many 
of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we shall 
incur a stricter judgment.”

When we brought Tom back into our deliberations, I was proud of 
him. He immediately subjected himself to the discipline we proposed. 
He was contrite, ready to begin the process of healing.

But I never again want to endure what we went through tonight. 
Some people must have suspected what the congregational meeting 
was about, but most had no clue. And the ones not there will have to 
hear it on Sunday morning. How sad but necessary for everyone ’s 
healing.

A young man led us in a couple of choruses that helped create a better 
atmosphere for what was to come. Then Tom spoke, by his words the 
most grievous thing he ever had to do from any pulpit. He read a brief 
statement he had composed that afternoon and submitted for our 
approval: “This morning the elders met to investigate an accusation of 
adultery made against me. I have admitted the sin, repented, and asked 
God for forgiveness. I now ask for yours as well. The elders have 
placed me under discipline for at least a year, to which I subject myself 
freely.” Then he told the congregation the conditions of the discipline.
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To those who didn’t know, it was a terrible shock. Sorrow choked the 
room. Tears flowed. People sat numb. I didn’t want to look in their 
eyes. Some responded as I had: “It can’t be true—not our pastor, not 
this man we love and respect!”

Dear God, what will this do to his family, huddled together in the 
front row?  What will it do to the woman’s family?

Humiliation, shame, pain, love, togetherness, protection, care—what 
a mixture. Nobody can measure what it cost the two—what it cost 
everyone—as Tom and the woman stood and confessed their sin, as 
they voiced their repentance and desire for forgiveness. There was the 
church’s shepherd saying, “I have endeavored to teach you many 
things. Learn, if you can, from this, too.”

Afterward the people queued to hold and to hug, to weep and to speak 
a few words to the man, his wife, and family, not forgetting the other 
family, either. They took their time; you cannot rush a moment like 
that. Grief and love must be expressed. Then, quietly the people 
slipped out of the church. The lights were turned out, the doors 
locked. It was over—for now. But the grief will continue.

Tuesday March 5
Even though it’s too early to get up, I can’t sleep; I wish I could turn 
off my mind. I might as well try to pen some thoughts.

Surely after all these years of serving in this place, after all the hard 
work to build this church, Tom should deserve some honor upon 
leaving. But it has all been stolen away.

Didn’t someone once say, “What price glory?” Now I keep thinking, 
“What price sin?”

So many questions to be asked, some answerable, some not. I can’t 
help but think this was not simply the act of an immoral man but 
rather the result of pressures, stresses, responsibilities—things only 
those who dwell in the manse can really understand. Perhaps this was 
not so much blatant sin as the entanglement of a complicated web—a 
man of principle and of God’s Word somehow ensnared, not by hard 
chains but soft threads. But oh, how he is brought down!
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How do you relieve the pressures? How do you find time for each other 
in the marriage relationship? How do you keep your love fresh? How 
can you build trustworthy relationships and support groups around 
your life and ministry? How do you learn to put aside the false guilt of 
overambitious parish expectations and live like normal people, taking 
time off, having energy for yourself and those you love?

So many questions. I wish I had the answers.

Friday, March 8
The elders asked me to pastor Tom’s church for the next few weeks. 
They hope I can help ease some of the pain. That’s a heavy 
responsibility. Am I up to it?
I saw their pain on Monday. They hugged Tom—they really loved 
him—but they wore their grief like chains as they left the church. Will 
they ever allow themselves to love a pastor again? Or trust him? What 
if they can’t separate the man from his message? Will the gospel be 
forever tarnished in some eyes?
How will I pastor a shaken congregation holding me at arm’s length?

Monday, March 11
The manse was empty as my wife and I inspected it today—empty of 
people but not yet of their belongings. Jane, walking into another 
wife ’s home, picked up the signs of lingering suffering. The trappings 
of happiness were all there—family photos on the wall, home comforts, 
a place so cared for, plants in hangers, shrubs carefully tended. Now, 
for Tom’s family, it’s all gone. Relocation, new relationships to be 
formed, the shadow touching whatever they do, healing processes to go 
through—some wounds never heal without scars.

This fall into sin has cost so much. The guilty, the innocent—each one 
paying the price in an immeasurable way.

Ripples. Waves. They will continue. For how long? Only the Lord 
knows.

If only it had never happened.

This article first appeared in the Fall 1986 issue of leadershIP Journal. 
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Thought Provokers
• So, what do you think of how this case was handled? How would 

your church handle something like this? What’s different? What’s 
the same?

• How might you expect things to be different if this woman felt 
victimized by the affair?



©2008 Christianity Today International  Visit www.GiftedForLeadership.com

Fe
at

ur
es

Use the following assessment to gauge how comfortable 
your staff feels about confronting sexual harassment. 

leadershIP tools

Are We 
Prepared for a 
Sexual Misconduct 
Allegation?
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It could happen to you. Sexual harassment happens daily 
in all sorts of contexts. While we may think it’s more 
prevalent in secular businesses and organizations, the 
church is no rookie when it comes to dealing with sexual 
misconduct within their own walls. If you have men and 
women working together in any capacity, your church 
must be prepared for an accusation. Use the following 
assessment to gauge how comfortable your staff feels 
about confronting sexual harassment.
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Answer “Yes” or “No” to the following questions.

1. Are we equipped with the right procedures to understand, prevent, and 
respond to sexual misconduct allegations?   pYes     pNo

2. Do we show our staff that we take sexual harassment seriously by 
providing awareness training on this topic?   pYes     pNo

3. Does our church have a safe atmosphere and clear channels of 
communication for victims to address a problem without fear of retaliation  
for coming forward?   pYes     pNo

4. If our church employs 15 or more people, have we adopted a clear,    
written policy regarding sexual misconduct?   pYes     pNo

5. Are we currently practicing Paul’s words to Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:2, 
“treat older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, with     
absolute purity”?   pYes     pNo

6. Do our office doors have glass inserts or windows in them?   pYes    pNo

7. Do we proactively monitor employees for inappropriate touching?     
pYes     pNo

8. Have we clearly defined and posted reporting laws in the areas where 
employees can see them?   pYes     pNo

9. Do we have a clearly defined process for sharing concerns of sexual 
harassment or inappropriate touching?   pYes     pNo

10. Do we practice confidentiality with all employee issues?   pYes     pNo

11. Is our church vigilant in monitoring employee ’s overtime hours,              
or an individual’s declining performance, increased absences, inability to 
concentrate, or changes in his/her work habits?   pYes     pNo

12. Does our current insurance policy cover our church adequately        
against sexual harassment claims?   pYes     pNo
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Working with the Opposite Sex, a downloadable training pack from Gifted 
For Leadership. Working relationships with the opposite sex can be 
complicated. These handouts are designed to equip men and women to work 
together smoothly in the church. You can use this download for a training 
session or to give individually to key people who work on mixed gender teams. 
Simply print the handouts needed and use them as necessary.

Forgiveness: Receive the healing that letting go can bring, from 
Gifted for Leadership. This downloadable packet from Gifted for Leadership 
helps you find the wisdom and practical insights you need to gain a better 
understanding of what forgiveness is, and learn how to experience its freedom 
authentically in your own life.

Preventing and Dealing with Sexual Abuse, from Gifted For 
Leadership. This resource from Gifted for Leadership serves those hoping to 
learn more about what their church can do to increase safety for children and 
improve their ministry to victims of abuse.

Restoring the Fallen: A Team Approach to Caring, Confronting & 
Reconciling, by Sandra Wilson (InterVarsity Press, 1997). The authors of this 
groundbreaking book provide a new model for church discipline with the 
spiritual care team, a small group of mature Christians who voluntarily commit 
themselves to support and guide a person with special spiritual needs through a 
process of restoration. In these pages you will find practical guidance on how to 
form a spiritual care team, how to support the spouse and family of the person 
being restored, how to integrate professional helpers and the church into the 
process, and how to provide ongoing care when the main work of the team is 
complete.

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/downloads/practicalministryskills/workingwiththeoppositesex
http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/downloads/womenleaders/forgiveness/
http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/downloads/womenleaders/preventingdealingwithsexualabuse/
http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product?item_no=0816194&p=1134425
http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product?item_no=0816194&p=1134425
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