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Responding to sex offending and supporting sex offenders
Contemplating Sexually Safer Congregations:

· A sexually safer congregation works to protect all members from sexual abuse and leader sexual misconduct. A sexually safer congregation is pro-active in creating policies and procedures to educate and safeguard the faith community. 
· Transparency is important.  Sexual abuse thrives on an atmosphere of silence and denial. Have clear, understood and publically shared policies and procedures. Have a known system in place.  Think and plan now so you do not panic in a crisis later.
· Top down buy-in for sexually safer congregations is effective; diocese, faith leader, lay leadership and congregation. Create an environment in which safety and sexuality can be discussed openly.
· Broaching the topic of sexuality can be difficult - start with educating parents and children about abuse prevention. Include sexual health in broader issue of general safety (physical plant, OSHA, fire prevention).

· Reasons to create a sexually safer congregation: lifelong impact of sexually abusive behavior, dignity/value of the individual (both offender and survivor), cost of claims, and the long-term impact on the faith community.
· Implementing policies requires a diligent, hardworking and spiritually mature congregation.   Also requires time, talent and fiscal resources.  Best if done once the faith community is established; hard to do for a community in turmoil, hard to do with a new pastor/leadership.
· Consider having broad sermons about sexuality and healthy sexuality.  Consider having parent trainings on sexual education and various current topics like “Sexting”.  Establish the conversation about healthy sexuality on multiple levels - both in liturgy and education.

· Offer healing ministries and support to survivors.

Creating Sexually Safer Congregations:
Take the Religious Institute “Congregational Self-Assessment”.  
What are you doing now? 

http://religiousinstitute.org/safer-congregations/congregational-self-assessment/
· Create a committee; consider a safety point person (social worker) in lay leadership. 
· “Safeguarding Children” focused curriculums and policies/procedures are a start but it is not the whole story.  Sexually safer congregation programs should also include guidelines about faith leaders and sex offender parishioners (either current or returning). 
· Background checks, windows on doors, fingerprinting, volunteer contracts and abuse prevention training is good but can lull a congregation into a false sense of security.  Are all volunteers vetted, are refresher courses being offered? Don’t forget about technology.
· There are many profiting from the “prevention field” - resources and supports are generally free of charge on line or through professional organizations like NJATSA.  Many will play on fears and charge accordingly for guidance.  Be wary of paying for books sold by attorneys and courses offered by insurance companies.
· Immediately report all allegations of child sexual abuse.  We are all mandated reports. 
· When sexual abuse is discovered - do not panic - do not cover it up - do not ignore it - do not hope it will go away.  Talk about it; report it and come together to make a plan.  Consult with experts on creating a plan after it is has been reported to the appropriate authorities.
Ministering to Sex Offenders:

· Communities of faith can provide reconciliation, compassion and support to offenders who take responsibility, who are willing to change and are invested in their recovery.

· Religiosity and participation in religious programming is associated with lower rates of recidivism; religion seems to be protective and also increases pro-social behaviors. Vigilant connectedness helps sex offenders.  By reducing risk, we limit the chance of sexual abuse and avoid making new victims.   
· A Google search of the term “ministering to sex offenders” often produces information from insurance carriers.  This is a start but not the full picture.  It is risk adverse info to avoid litigation.  Being solely risk adverse does not necessarily foster a sexually safer congregation.

· Collaborate with other agencies; consult with experts.  Seek guidance and support. NJATSA is an excellent place to start to get guidance in understanding sex offenders, risk, treatment and supervision.  
· Understand the laws as they relate to sexually abusive behavior.  Understand that teens of differing ages (more than four years) cannot have sexual/intimate encounters.  A youth leader who may be nineteen cannot have a sexual/intimate encounter with anyone in the youth ministry.  Understand sexting and other various internet/social media based problems.

· Understand Megan’s Law and the function of the internet registry and notification.  NJATSA can be an invaluable resource for all your questions.
· Understand that not all sex offenders are the same.  There are many misconceptions about sex offending.  Risk varies significantly. Some lifestyle factors (spouse, support, employment, parole compliance, recovery) can decrease risk and others (drinking, not going to treatment, divorce, loss of a job) can increase risk.

· Sexually inappropriate behavior is not always between an adult and a child.  Consider that a youth can be sexually abusive with other youth, adults can be sexually inappropriate with other adults and faith leaders can also cross the line with lay leaders, staff and congregants. Do not overlook women and girls who can also be sexually abusive and commit sex offenses.
· Communities of faith that already support the recovery traditions are more amenable to the inclusion of sex offenders and ministering to sex offenders.   Communities of faith that have pre-existing prison ministries or prisoner mentor programs are often more open to the inclusion of sex offenders.
Supporting Sex Offenders in the Congregation:
· Churches should stand out as places where the gospel of grace and forgiveness is reflected in the quality of their fellowship.  There should be an understanding that there is an inherent dignity, value and worth to every individual - no one is beyond redemption.

· Inclusion should come with verifiable limits. Forgiveness should not mean forgetting.  Limits are not punishment, limits establish safety.  
· Create a contract with the sex offender. Limited Access Agreements, Covenants, or Accountability Contracts set clear boundaries, assign an accountability partner, restrict certain aspects of the community, and ensure safety.  One copy to individual, one to leader, one to lay leader/safety contact, one to therapist and one to parole officer.  Review annually, update as needed. Keep the partner/spouse/parent involved in the creation and updating of the contract.  The plan should be individualized and consider parish demographics, risk associated and spiritual needs of the offender.
· There should be free communication and a circle of support created for the sex offender that includes the faith leader, the accountability partner/assigned buddy, parole officer, spouse/family/parents and therapist.  There should be no limits on confidentiality and information should move continuously. The offense history and current status (Megan’s Law/parole supervision) should be restricted to this circle.  

· Include language in accountability contracts that allows one leader to contact other leaders if the offender choses to move to another community of faith.
· There is no need for public testimonials.  Ensure that the faith community knows there is a procedure and that there is a circle of support and vigilance. 

· Being an accountability partner/buddy can be a very rewarding experience for the volunteer.

· Departing leaders should brief new faith leaders on existing covenants and circles.
· Pastoral care and the support of a sex offender can be overwhelming for the faith leader; leaders need their own guidance and support to avoid burnout and to make pragmatic decisions.  Seek self-care.  
· Pastoral care does not include sex offender specific treatment - know where pastoral care ends and the treatment with the therapist picks up.  Know when to refer out.  NJATSA has a directory of providers in New Jersey.
· There are reasons to exclude an offender (refusal of a contract, therapist says too risky) from church attendance.

· Just because an offender has been excluded from some or all activities does not mean that the faith leader ceases ministry.  There are other ways to be involved by offering the Eucharist in the home, pastoral guidance and studies.

· Clergy-parishioner privilege does not legally prohibit clergy from voluntarily reporting abuse to authorities.  In the end, the “confession” may not be admissible legally but the child is safe.

· Sex offenders have the right to privacy.  To share information from a registry inappropriately can result in prosecution.  There are strict guidelines on how this information is disseminated to the public.

· There is an incredible opportunity for collaboration between the secular, community service world and the faith-based world in facilitating the re-entry of all offenders. 
Criteria for a Sexually Safer Best Practice Congregation www.religiousinstituate.org
· Board and Clergy commitment to a sexually safer congregation.
· Designated safety committee. 

· Publicized, written policies and procedures.

· Sexual harassment policies for employees, lay leaders, congregants, volunteers.

· Code of Conduct for religious professionals regarding romantic relationships.

· Clergy/professional trainings: sexual misconduct prevention, boundaries, handling sexual attractive, and disclosure of abuse.
· Education on abuse prevention for children, youth and parents (bystander awareness).

· Screening forms, background checks, ethics policies.

· Staff and volunteer training: sexual abuse prevention, and reporting.

· Two unrelated adults at all times for all activities with children and youth.

· Teens under 18 must always work with one adult and be screened/trained.

· Spaces are observable; windows, access, no locked doors.

· Policies for inclusion of adults with sexual offenses, responding to adults who commit sexual offenses, reasons to exclude sexually abusive adults.

· Policies for the inclusion of sexually abusive youth.

· Safety guidelines for overnights, missions, sleeping arrangements.

· Youth group policies regarding touch, romantic involvement, displays of affection.

· Internet, Email and Social media policies for clergy, staff and volunteers. 

· Congregation is committed to sexual safety and abuse prevention
Mandated Reporting of Sexual Abuse (From the DCF Website)
In New Jersey, any person having reasonable cause to believe that a child has been subjected to abuse or acts of abuse should immediately report this information to the State Central Registry (SCR). If the child is in immediate danger, call 911 as well as 1-877 NJ ABUSE (1-877-652-2873). A concerned caller does not need proof to report an allegation of child abuse and can make the report anonymously.
1-877 NJ ABUSE (1-877-652-2873)

Do callers have immunity from civil or criminal liability?


Any person who, in good faith, makes a report of child abuse or neglect or testifies in a child abuse hearing resulting from such a report is immune from any criminal or civil liability as a result of such action. Calls can be placed to the hotline anonymously.

Is it against the laws of New Jersey to fail to report suspected abuse/neglect?


Any person who knowingly fails to report suspected abuse or neglect according to the law or to comply with the provisions of the law is a disorderly person.
Articles, Books, and Resources:

“Balancing Act: Keeping Children Safe in Congregations”, The Rev. Debra Haffner.
http://www.uua.org/safe/children   (PDF free to download)

http://nearipress.org/training/courses/6/  (FREE webinar)

“A Time to Heal: Protecting Children and Ministering to Sex Offenders”, The Rev Debra Haffner.
Available, used, on Amazon.

“A Time to Build: Creating Sexually Healthy Faith Communities”, The Rev. Debra Haffner.

Available, used, on Amazon.

 “Walk the Walk: A treatment supplement for sex offenders with Christian beliefs”, Tim Horton.

http://bookstore.nearipress.org/index.php/catalogsearch/result/?q=%22walk+the+walk%22
PBS, Religion and Ethics Weekly, Ministering to Sex Offenders, 1/29/10.

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2010/01/29/january-29-2010-ministering-to-sex-offenders/5591/#
Massachusetts Conference, United Church of Christ, Challenges and Opportunity: Safe Church Policy and Sex Offenders

https://vimeo.com/album/3035650/video/105983023
Unitarian Universalist Association, Safe Congregation Handbook:

http://www.uua.org/safe/handbook
Creating Sexually Safer Congregations, Debra Hafner, NeariPress Webinar, 3/31/15:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Znyn4Aogp0
Religious Institute, Criteria for a Sexually Safer Best Practices Congregation (PDF Checklist), 
http://religiousinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Handout1.pdf
Religious Institute, Congregation, Self-Assessment Worksheet: 
http://religiousinstitute.org/safer-congregations/congregational-self-assessment/
Safety Planning within Faith-Based Communities

http://www.stopitnow.org/ohc-content/safety-planning-within-faith-based-communities
Sex Offenders in Church.  www.adventistrisk.org
The Inclusion of Ex-Offenders within the Christian Community.  www.oxford.anglican.org
Successful Church Assimilation of Sex Offenders  www.simmsshowers.com/news
When Sex Offenders confess to clergy: Three mistaken beliefs  www.religionnews.com
With open arms and open eyes, churches minister to sex offenders, Laura Bauer, World Wide Religious News, http://wwrn.org/articles/34308/
Helpful Organizations and Links:

New Jersey Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers (NJATSA)

State chapter of ATSA, website contains a membership directory that can be used to locate potential providers, training information and valuable links.

www.njatsa.org
Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers (ATSA)

Promotes evidence-based practice, public policy and community strategies that lead to the effective assessment, treatment and management of individuals who has sexually abused or are at risk to abuse.

www.atsa.com
Stop It Now!! 

An organization whose purpose is to mobilize adults, families and communities to take actions to protect children before they are harmed.

http://www.stopitnow.org/
Center for Sex Offender Management

A national clearinghouse for the support and effective management of sex offenders.

www.csom.org
Safer Society Foundation, Inc

Information and resources to help create safer communities through prevention and effective public policies.  Treatment referrals as well.

http://www.safersociety.org/
National Adolescent Perpetration Network

www.kempecenter.org
Religious Institute on Sexual Morality, Justice and Healing

Provide clergy, congregations, and denominational bodies with technical assistance on addressing sexuality and reproductive health. 

http://religiousinstitute.org/
Unitarian Universalist Online Resources

The Unitarian Universalist Association website has documents addressing Healthy and Safe Congregations, Religious Education and Safety, and a Safe Congregation Handbook. 

www.uua.org/safe/handbook
Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA)

Mission: To substantially reduce the risk of future victimization of community members by assisting, supporting and holding accountable people who have been incarcerated for committing sex offenses in their task of reintegrating in the community and leading responsible and productive lives.

www.cosacanada.com
National Coalition to Prevent Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation

www.preventtogether.org
NJ State Police Sex Offender Registry

http://www.state.nj.us/njsp/info/reg_sexoffend.html
State of New Jersey, Department of Children and Families, child abuse reporting laws:

http://www.nj.gov/dcf/reporting/how/
NJ State Parole Board

http://www.state.nj.us/parole/b.org
New Jersey Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers   www.njatsa.org
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