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Justice Making: The Church Responds to Clergy Misconduct
A Companion Piece to
Ministerial Sexual Misconduct Policy and Procedure

Introduction

A Mennonite Polity for Ministerial Leadership guides the work of conferences in granting

credentials, and describes appropriate behavior for pastors. The Polity recognizes the
complimentary roles of conference and congregation, the former in granting credentials, the
latter as the employer responsible for job descriptions, hiring and termination. Both
conferences and congregations have had to deal with the trauma of clergy misconduct. The
church learned from experience and so, policies and procedures were adopted to deal with this
issue.

In 2000, a new procedural document, Ministerial Sexual Misconduct Policy and Procedure
(“Misconduct Procedure”) was adopted by the denomination to replace the earlier document
Guidelines for Discipline. However, unlike the earlier document, the Misconduct Procedure
focused solely on a procedure for determining guilt or acquittal. This companion piece
addresses support, accountability, discipline (at times referred to as sanction or sanctions), and
other issues not addressed fully in the Misconduct Procedure.

This companion piece complements the Misconduct Procedure by giving direction and counsel
to Ministerial Leadership Committees and congregations as they deal with misconduct issues.
Its goal is to provide justice-making for everyone concerned.

Why special policies and procedures are needed

Matthew 18:15-20 illustrates ways that an aggrieved person may be heard within the church.
Depending on circumstances, some complaints against a credentialed leader may be raised and
resolved with the relative informality of the procedure described in Matthew 18.

Sometimes, however, a minister is accused of misconduct that calls into question the ability of
the minister to lead with integrity. Then the Ministerial Leadership Committee that credentials
the accused must learn the facts and take action, if warranted.

The action of a Ministerial Leadership Committee is guided by the policy adopted by the
denomination, namely:

Ministerial Sexual Misconduct Policy: A minister shall not enter
into sexualized behavior with a person with whom the minister has a
professional relationship. A minister is always responsible to prevent
such behavior. The conference sanctions (disciplines) ministers who
engage in such misconduct.

A further suggested Code of Sexual Ethics for Ministers is shown in Attachment 1.

A serious offense occurs when a minister engages in sexualized behavior with one with whom
the minister has a professional relationship. This offence is more than just a sexual offense. A
minister’s credentials confer authority and access. Persons seek the counsel of ministers in
times of stress or crisis. A minister who engages in sexualized behavior within a professional
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relationship abuses the minister’s power and access. Examples of actions that a minister must
avoid are shown in Attachment 2.

A complainant should not be expected to go alone to an accused minister to complain of sexual
misconduct, since the alleged misconduct also involves an abuse of power. A complainant who
proceeds alone or without a more formal procedure could be at risk of further abuse. In
Matthew 25:31-46, the church is commissioned to hear cries of the powerless. The church is
called to hear complainants in a setting that affords safety.

The church also must provide accused ministers with a safe place for facts to be determined
when an allegation is made. Justice and compassion are due both a complainant and an
accused. The church has struggled especially with fact finding about complaints of ministerial
sexual misconduct. Therefore the Misconduct Procedure provides for these steps to address a
complaint: (See Procedure document for more detail.)

e [nvestigation and report to Ministerial Leadership Committee.
o  Ministerial Leadership Committee may bring charge of misconduct.
e Response by accused.

e Fact-finding meeting conducted by Ministerial Leadership Committee’s
investigators.

e Fact-finding report to Ministerial Leadership Committee.
e Judgment by Ministerial Leadership Committee.
e Sanctions/Disciplines (if guilty) by Ministerial Leadership Committee.

Because the Misconduct Procedure addresses complaints against ministers, it may need to be
adapted for complaints against other leaders (see below). In all cases, those who are
responsible for fact-finding must determine whether the accused is serving an organization with
a grievance procedure or some other procedure that must or could be followed to respond to a
complaint,

Use of the Misconduct Procedure is not limited, however, to complaints that allege sexual
misconduct. The Misconduct Procedure may provide a helpful framework for any complaint of
ministerial misconduct that may be too complex to resolve through the more informal steps
described in Matthew 18.

When a complaint of misconduct is raised, the church must resist the temptation to avoid
negative publicity. Confronting an accused minister with a complaint and with disciplinary
action, when warranted, is a pastoral act of the church. If wrongdoing has occurred,
confronting it may avoid a recurrence. Confronting wrongdoing also allows for the possibility
of repentance and God’s healing gift, both for the guilty as well as any possible victims. In
working for God’s justice the church shares God’s grace.

































