Dealing With

A "Tough Topic for Church L.eaders

By Laura J. Brown

t some paint, you might learn that a sex
offender attends your church — or
wants to. What will you do?

Offer support if the person is repentant?

Ask the person to leave?

Aliow him or her to stay unconditionally and pray
nothing happens?

If you do nothing, the offender might be tempted
to harm someone else in ihe church, traumatizing
the victim and devastating your ministry. The liability
exposUre is enormous.

If you ask the person io leave, tough
guestions about the church's position on
forgiveness might follow.

And if you offer support, you'll need 1o meet the
offender's needs, overcome members’ objections,
and protect wulnerable people in your flock. That's a
tall order, but it can be accomplished in many cases
with careful thought and preparation.

Not In My Ministry!

If you think this scenario could never happen at
your church, think again. Across the country,
convicted sex offenders are being released from
prison into communities like yours. You can't tell who
they are by looking at them. Most offenders are men,
but some are women. In fact, a few convicted sex
offenders are former ministry or community leaders.

People who've fallen into this type of sin are
predisposed fo do it again, even after receiving
treatment. Studies indicate that sex offendars nead both
tfreatment and confinuing suppert from others o help
them 1o marniage the thoughts, feelings and situations
that led therm to commit sex crimes in the past.

More than half a million pecple in America are
listed on sex offender registries. Being placed on a
registry can cause offenders to be shunnad at every
turn, like modern-day lepers. Recovering sex
offenders might find it difficult to find acceptance
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anywhere outside of a church.
Its only a matter of time before a sex offender
seeks help from your ministry. What should you do?

Be Prepared

The best time o decide how you'll handle an
issue like this is to develop a church policy before
it happens — one that outlines how much, if any,
participaiion you'll allow registered sex oifenders
to have. Having such a policy might help church
members understand the extent and rature of the
protections in place. That should help minimize
emoticnal, fear-driven reactions to learning a sex
offender is involved with the church, if the
situation arises.

If your church decides to allow repentant sex
offenders to participate in any aspect of your
ministry, you'll want to adopt strategies to carefully
manage the siluation. Protection of vyour
congregation, its young people and other vulnerable
individuals, like the disabled, should top your list of
considerations.

1deally, registered sex offenders would meet with
church leaders and the pastor beforehand to
request permission 1o attend. This doesn't always
happen. An offender might aftend for years before a
mamber discovers the person’s background. In any
case, churches with an exisiing policy will be in a
much better position than those forced fo deal with
the situation on the spot.

Educate Yourself

Not all sex offenders are the same. The term “sex
offender” covers a wide range of individuals, from
the teenager corvicted of having sex with his
underage girifriend to the pedaphile who molested
dozens of young children. Each type of offender
presents a different level of rigk for committing new
offenges. For example, the ieenager described

" allowed there for any reasan.

above is less likely to commit a new sex offense than
the child molester.

Research local laws and ordinances regarding
sex offenders. Some cities bar them from living
within a ceriain number of feet of churches,
playgrounds and other piaces where children
gather. Others prohibit sex offenders from being any
where children congragate.

In addition, it's a good idea to consult with legal
counsel hefore beginning to work with sex
offenders. Your attorney can help you review your
policies and ensure they provide adequate
protection for your church.

Develop Procedures

if you decide to allow sex offenders to aitend
your church, if's important o develop a set of
procedures that offer accountability for them and
protection for all members, especially children and
people with disabilities.

These procedures will restrict sex offenders’
participation v church life, but those who are truly
repentant and who recognize the effect of their crimes
should understand and accept the need for limitations.

To help you develop these policies, churches that
decide to minister to sex offenders should consider
the following general recemmendations:

Develop a covenant with the offender. Before
allowing offerders to participate in church services,
ask them to commit to a covenant designed o help
them avoid situations that provide opportunities for
further offense. ’

The covenant should clearly state the amount of
participation your church will permii. Typically, it
requires thai the offender avoid all contact with
children on church property or at church-sponsored
activities. If your church has a nursery or an area for
children's ministry, the offender should never be
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The covenant also should include permission to
convey information about the offender’s conviction to
others in the congregation if you believe it's
necessary. It should also inciude any other
stipulations you require, such as ongoing counseling
with church leaders or an outside therapist.

The covenani should emphatically state that if the
offender violates any of fts provisions, he or she will no
fonger be allowed to atiend your chureh. in addition,
the covenant should note that offenders can be denied
all access to church property if they disagree with or
fail to comply with the terms of the covenant.

Assign an accountability partner. To shield the
offender jrom ternptation and ensure he or she has
no chance to commit further crimes while at church,
the contract alse should appoint an accountability
partner, This person is generally a church leader or
an individual who has been screened in advance.

The accountability partner and the offender
should always stay within sight of each other when at
church, To avoid burnout, you might consider asking
several people io rotate this responsibility. However,
be careful to avoid miscommunication that leaves an
offender unsupervised. (‘1 thought it was Bill's turn
this week!”)

Consider ongoing counseling. To ensure the
sex offender receives appropriate guidance, and to
help your church assess potential risks, you might
want to establish regular counseling sessions
between the offender and the pastor or other church
leaders. The covenant also could specily mestings
with an outside counsalor, with regular progress
reports submitted in writing to an appointed chirch
leader or pastor.

Communicate with church members. As early
25 possible, you'll need to decide who in your church
needs to know that a parficular person has a history of
sex offenses, from a handful of people to the entire
congregation. Church leaders —- including the pastor,

elders and children or youth ministers — should be
fold that such a person is participating in church
activities. They also should know that the offender has
agreed to a covenant with the church that sets
limitations on pariicipation, establishes accountability
partner oversight, and precludes any contact with
children, young people or people with disabilities.

As you discuss the presenca of sex offenders with
others, you should limit any communication to factual
statemenis. They should be considerate and
dircumspect, not slandering or defaming offenders. Also
1ake care to avoid speculation about what might have
happened in the past or could happen in the future, Be
aware that church members who werent originally
informed of this decision might eventually- leamn of &
Know in advance what you're going to say to them.

However you communicate with anyone in your
ministry, you should do so in consultation with
appropriate legal counsel. Victims, especially, have a
right to privacy that you're legally bound to respect.
Your attornay can help you work through the specific
legal requirements of your state.

Restrict contact with children. Your church
should already have a poficy in place that requires a
criminal background screen for all persons working
with children and youth ministries. The policy should
make clear that any person with & history of sex
offenses isn't allowed to work with teens or children in
the congregation or socialize with them at any time.

Don't do it alone. it's usually beyond the scope
and experience of any church to single-handedly
assess the risk thal a sex offender wil re-offend. You'l
gain experienced resources by collaborating with the
various communily agencies and staff involved with
helping offenders re-enter the communily. These
might - be probation officers, social workers,
psychologists, conselors and police officers.

Early in your conversations with sex offenders,
ask for permission to call prebation officers,

counselors and others assigned to work with them.
These professionals generally welcome a church's
involvernent, and they can be an invatuable resource
as you work with offenders.

Further, meeting with other support people, with
the permission of the sex offender, can provide a
strong demonstration of your church’s desire o
support offenders, yet held them accountable.

Assess each situation individually. Everyone's
gituation will be different. Some offenders are truly
repentant, and the church can play an important role
in encouraging their faith commitment as they work
to conquer old behaviors and urges. Other
offenders, unfortunately, might stil be seeking
opportunities to approach children or  other
potentially vulnerable people.

Whatever guidelines you establish, make sure
you can customize your approach to address
individual situations. As your pastor and church
feaders meet with individual sex offendars and work
with their probation officers, social warkers and local
police, theyll get & betier sense of whether or noi
they should allow he offender to participate, and to
what extent.

Churches can play a substantial role in helping sex
offenders return to society and rebuild their fves. As
offenders ry to rebuild their lives, restore their
relationships and overcome old behaviors, they can
receive much-needed support and deepen thelr faith
commitment by participating in faih commurities. g
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