
Shawnee United Methodist Church 
SAFE SANCTUARIES® Policy 
Reducing the Risk of Abuse in the Church 
Adapted from West Ohio Conference SAFE SANCTUARIES Mandatory Standards 

Introduction 
National research indicates that a report of child abuse occurs every 10 seconds and abuse of 
vulnerable adults is prevalent and continues to increase.While reporting is on the rise, there is still 
much abuse that goes undetected and unreported. Often, abuse occurs in places where children, youth, 
and vulnerable adults feel safe – homes, schools, camps, residential care settings, and even churches. In 
over three quarters of reported cases, the victim was related to or acquainted with the abuser.The 
intent of the Safe Sanctuaries Policy is to: 1) prevent such abuse from happening in our churches; 2) be 
a place where children, youth, and vulnerable adults can feel safe in disclosing abuse; and 3) protect the 
loyal volunteers and employees who minister to our children, youth, and vulnerable adults.This policy 
sets forth the recommended practices and procedures in the areas of: 

• Screening 

• Supervision &Training 

• Reporting 

• Response Plan  

Statement of Covenant  

As a Christian community of faith and a United Methodist congregation, we pledge to engage in the 
ministry of the Gospel in ways that assure the safety and spiritual growth of all of our children and 
youth as well as the workers of children and youth.We will follow reasonable safety measures in the 
selection and recruitment of workers; and we will implement prudent operational procedures in all 
programs and events; we will educate all of our workers with children and youth regarding the use of 
policies; we will have a clearly defined procedure for reporting a suspected incident of abuse that 
conforms to the requirement of state law; and we will be prepared to respond if media inquiries 
concerning an incident.  
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Definitions 
“Abuse” means harm or a threat of physical or emotional harm to another person. Abuse includes: 
1.The infliction of physical or emotional injury by other than accidental means. 
2.The creation of a risk, or allowing the creation of risk. 
3. Committing or allowing to be committed, an act of sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, or prostitution. 

“Child” or “children” or “youth” means any person who has not reached his/her eighteenth 
birthday. 

“Exploitation” means obtaining or using another person’s resources, including but not limited to 
funds, assets or property, by deception, intimidation, or similar means, with the intent to deprive the 
person of those resources. 

“Sexual abuse” includes, but is not limited to, any contact or interaction in which the parent, legal 
guardian, or other person uses or allows, permits, or encourages the use of the child, youth, or 
vulnerable adult for the purposes of sexual stimulation of the perpetrator or another person. 

“Sexual exploitation” includes, but is not limited to, a situation in which a parent, legal guardian, or 
other person allows, permits, or encourages a child, youth, or vulnerable adult to engage in an act which 
constitutes prostitution under Ohio law. Sexual exploitation also includes, but is not limited to, a 
situation in which a parent, legal guardian, person having custodial control or supervision, or person 
who is responsible for the welfare of a child, youth or vulnerable adult; allows, permits, or encourages 
the child, youth or vulnerable adult to engage in an act of obscene or pornographic photographing, 
filming, or depicting of a child as provided for under Ohio law. 

“Supervision” means to oversee or direct a ministry or ministry activity or event.

“Vulnerable Adult” means a person eighteen (18) years of age or older who is unable to protect 
him or herself from abuse, neglect, or exploitation by others because of a physical, mental, or emotional 
impairment. 

FIVE CATEGORIES OF ABUSE 
Physical:This is abuse in which a person deliberately and intentionally causes bodily harm. Examples 
may include battery, burning, choking, fracturing bones and other non-accidental injuries to a body. 

Possible Signs of Physical Abuse include: 
1. Hostile and aggressive behavior towards others 
2. Fearfulness of parents and/or other adults 
3. Destructive behavior towards self, others and/or property 
4. Unexplainable fractures or bruises inappropriate for child’s developmental stage 5. Burns, facial 
injuries, patterns of repetitious bruises 

Emotional:This is abuse in which a person exposes a child or youth to spoken and/or unspoken 
violence or emotional cruelty. Emotional abuse sends a message that the child or youth is worthless, 
bad, unloved and undeserving of love and care.Those that have been exposed to emotional abuse may 
have experienced being locked in a closet, being deprived of affection, being told they are bad or stupid 
or being allowed or forced to abuse alcohol or drugs. Emotional abuse is often the most difficult abuse 
to prove and is devastating to the victim. 
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Possible Signs of Emotional Abuse include: 
1. Exhibits severe depression and/or withdrawal 2. Exhibits severe lack of self esteem 
3. Failure to thrive 
4.Threatens or attempts suicide 
5. Speech and/or eating disorders 
6. Goes to extremes to seek adult approval 
7. Extreme passive/aggressive behavior patterns 

Neglect: This is abuse in which a person endangers a child's or youth’s health, welfare and safety 
through negligence. It may include withholding food, medical care, affection and even education. Neglect 
destroys a sense of self esteem and self worth and is often the most common form of abuse. 

Possible Signs of Neglect include: 
Failure to thrive 
2. Patterns of inappropriate dress for climate 3. Begs or steals food; chronic hunger 
4. Depression 
5. Untreated medical conditions 
6. Poor hygiene 

Sexual: This type of abuse is when sexual contact between a youth or child and an adult (or an older, 
more powerful youth or child) occurs. A child or youth is never fully capable of consenting to the 
contact or resisting sexual acts. Often the victim is physically dependent on the perpetrator (such as a 
parent) or is psychologically dependent on the perpetrator (such as a teacher or coach). Examples 
include fondling, intercourse, incest and exploration of/or exposure to pornography or prostitution. 

Possible Signs of Sexual Abuse include: 
1. Unusually advanced sexual knowledge and/or behavior for a child’s age and developmental stages 
2. Depression; Cries often for no apparent reason 
3. Promiscuous behavior 
4. Runs away from home and refuses to return 5. Difficulty walking or sitting 
6. Unusual nervousness or anxiety about being left alone 

Ritual: This is abuse in which the perpetrator appeals to some higher authority or power to justify his 
or her abuses. Examples include cruel treatment of animals or repetitious threats of sexual/physical 
abuse to a youth child or person related to the victim. Ritual abuse is extremely horrifying and 
gruesome and may seem too grim to be true. Children making reports of ritual abuse must never be 
ignored. 

Possible Signs of Ritual Abuse include: 
Disruptions of memory or consciousness 
Unexplained mistrust and mood swings  
Flashbacks
Eating disorders 
Fear of dark, especially at sundown or a full moon 
Agitation or despair that seems to occur in cycles 
Fear of ministers, priests, or others wearing robes or uniforms 
Nightmares or sleep disorders 
Any of the symptoms of sexual abuse 
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Screening 
Careful screening is one potential way to prevent the abuse and exploitation of children, youth, and 
vulnerable adults. Background screenings have the capacity to create peace of mind by showing that the 
staff and volunteers working with children, youth, and vulnerable adults, have no known record of abuse. 

1.  We recommend that all staff and volunteers who may have regular or direct contact with children, 
youth, or vulnerable adults undergo a background screening including: 

• Standard contact information 
• Experience/qualifications for the position 
• Voluntary disclosure of past criminal history, including any criminal charges and/or convictions 
• Authorization allowing the church to secure any background screening to be conducted and/or 

to contact references. 
• Listing of 2 non-relative references.This list should have complete contact information for all 

references. (This portion of the application process is considered incomplete if full contact 
information for the references is not provided.)  

2. Criminal records check recommendations: 
• Good: state-level criminal records check. 
• Better : National criminal records check. 
• Best:  A national criminal records check with fingerprinting of workers and volunteers before 

they begin work. 
• All clergy persons serving in positions that may allow regular or direct contact with children, 

youth, or vulnerable adults should undergo a background screening. 
• A national criminal records check is highly recommended if the volunteer/staff person has lived 

outside the state within the past 5 years and/or lives near the border of another state. 

3. Each conviction should be evaluated in view of all the facts, including the date of the conviction, 
the nature of the offense, the position sought, applicable law, and the obligations imposed by 
Amended Senate Bill 187. However, offenses listed in R.C. 109.572(A) (1) should generally 
disqualify a person from having unsupervised access to children, youth, and vulnerable adults. 

4. It is recommended that criminal records checks be repeated at least every five years (better 
every three years) for all staff, including clergy, and volunteers. Persons who have a break in 
volunteer or paid service of one or more years may be required to undergo a new background 
screening. It is important that all records be kept in a secure location that is accessible to 
church leadership. It is recommended that these records be kept by the church in perpetuity. 

5. It is recommended that Volunteers demonstrate an active relationship with the local church for 
at least six months before being allowed to be in a supervisory role in activities for children, 
youth, or vulnerable adults. In the case of new staff hires, references deemed adequate by the 
hiring supervisor may replace the six-month waiting period.

6. Organizations with a presence in Ohio should comply with Amended Senate Bill 187.  
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Supervision 
Supervision procedures are designed to reduce the possibility of abuse or exploitation of children, 
youth, and vulnerable adults, and to protect staff and volunteers from unfounded accusations.The 
following are recommended as useful guidelines. Careful judgment should be exercised in all 
supervisory situations. 

1. Training is recommended for all staff and volunteers working with children, youth, and vulnerable 
adults. An initial educational component of the Safe Sanctuaries Policy, including its procedures and 
practices, is to be implemented prior to any adult having direct supervision of children, youth, or 
vulnerable adults.Thereafter, training includes documentation and a review of the Safe Sanctuaries 
Policy, including procedures for supervision and current information on how to identify and report 
child, youth, or vulnerable adult abuse.This review should occur annually.

2.  Minimum supervisory standards should include the “two-adult rule” or the “rule of three”. 
 
a. The “Two-Adult Rule”
The two-adult rule requires that, regardless of the size of the group, there will always be two 
unrelated adults present.This may include the presence of an assigned adult ‘roamer’ who moves 
in and out of rooms and places where ministry activities or events occur. b.When transporting 
children, youth, or vulnerable adults for a church ministry event or activity, an additional adult 
should accompany the driver in the vehicle. 

c. Unrelated adults is defined as two people who do not live in the same household. 

d.   The “Rule of Three”
The “rule of three” can be followed for ministries with youth, age 12 and older. The “rule of 
three” states: there will always be a minimum of three unrelated people together for ministry 
events, this can be two youth and one adult, or one youth and two adults. 

3. Children, youth, and vulnerable adults are to be supervised while attending a ministry activity or 
event at all times. 

4. All ministry activities and events should occur in open view. Each room or space where ministry 
activities or events occur should be open to public view. For example, enclosed spaces such as 
classrooms could have a viewing window, a glass panel in the door, a 1⁄2 door configuration, or 
an open door. 

5. Before the start of every activity or event, appropriate contact information should be collected. 

6. Ministry activities and events involving transportation should require written and signed 
permission from parents or legal guardians. 

7. When a ministry involves an overnight situation, a ministry plan including travel plans and 
sleeping arrangements should be made available in writing to and should be signed by the 
parents or legal guardians prior to the event. 
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8. No person shall supervise an age group unless they are at least eighteen years of age and at 
least three years older than the children or youth being supervised. 

9. Those who are not a professionally licensed counselor in the State of Ohio should limit 
confidential conversations to three sessions.These sessions should follow all aspects of the Safe 
Sanctuaries Policy. If the problem has not been resolved after three sessions, the child, youth, or 
vulnerable adult should be referred to a professional licensed counselor. 

10. The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church requires the trustees of each local 
church to secure adequate liability insurance to cover the risk associated with its ministries.The 
Board ofTrustees shall review annually the adequacy of the property, building, and personnel 
coverage.  

Reporting 
Safe Sanctuaries reporting is required by any staff or volunteer who personally witnesses an incident of 
abuse or exploitation or when an allegation of such an incident is made by a child, youth, or vulnerable 
adult. It is crucial that reporting be immediate and the allegation(s) dealt with as soon as possible to the 
incident or disclosure. 

All clergy, staff, and volunteers are included in mandatory reporting in the cases of suspected abuse or 
neglect as required by The Book of Discipline and Ohio law. 

If any of the above situations occur, the following steps will be taken: 

1. If the victim is in immediate need of medical attention, the appropriate medical assistance will be 
obtained. If the alleged perpetrator is onsite and danger is perceived, local police authorities will 
be called.  

2. Upon securing medical attention for the victim and ensuring the safety of the environment, the 
staff person or volunteer must report the incident immediately to the person in charge of the 
ministry or activity using the Report of Suspected Incident of Child Abuse with his/her age, 
reason for suspected abuse and any other helpful information to the investigation.The senior 
pastor (or church council leader) will ensure contact is made with Child Protective Services for 
Ohio Health and Family Services. However, if the volunteer also happens to be a mandatory 
reporter, the volunteer should, at a minimum “co-report” with the senior pastor.When making a 
report by telephone, it is advisable that it be conducted in the presence of an objective 
witness.The witness can verify the report has been made and who made the report.All reports 
should be documented and securely filed.  

3. Notify the parents or legal guardians of the victim.Take whatever steps are necessary to ensure 
the safety and well-being of the victim until the parent/legal guardian(s) arrive. However, if one 
or both of the parents/legal guardians is the alleged perpetrator, follow the advice of the 
authorities concerning notification.  

4. The senior pastor (or church council leader) shall immediately call the superintendent of the 
district in which the church resides and report the allegations.  
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5. The District Superintendent will immediately report the situation to the Assistant to the Bishop 
and Communications Director at the West Ohio Conference office, as set forth in the Crisis 
Communications Guidelines for the West Ohio Conference.  

6. Further communication or steps taken with the staff, congregation, community, or media shall 
only be taken after consultation with the District Superintendent and the Conference office.  

7. The person in charge of the ministry activity or event must keep a written report of the steps 
taken by the church in response to the reported abuse.The report should be brief and contain 
only factual information relevant to the situation. It should be written in ink or typed to prevent 
it from being changed and kept in a secure location.  

Response Plan 
A quick, compassionate and unified response to a reported incident of abuse is expected. All allegations 
will be taken seriously. In all cases of reported or observed abuse there shall be cooperation with all 
official investigating agencies. 

1.  All media requests for statements should be directed to the designated church spokesperson per 
the church’s Crisis Communication plan or other spokesperson as designated by the Conference 
Crisis CommunicationTeam.The spokesperson shall update the district superintendent of any 
media inquiries.The West Ohio Communication Office is available at any time for consultation 
and is able to provide tips for handling media or other community inquiries. 

2. Immediately, yet with dignity and respect for the sacred worth of the accused, remove the 
accused from further involvement with children or vulnerable adults and advise the accused 
there has been an allegation of abuse. Details of the allegations of the abuse should not be 
discussed with the accused at the time of removal. In any removal of a staff member or 
volunteer from any activity/ ministry, care should be taken to handle the removal in a discreet 
manner, recognizing that there will be an investigation by either state or church authorities, or 
both.  

3. When it has been alleged that a member of the church staff or a volunteer, has committed an 
act of abuse or exploitation, the staff member or volunteer shall be required to refrain from all 
ministry activities/events with children, youth and vulnerable adults until the incident has been 
fully resolved by the appropriate state authorities and/or in accordance with Book of Discipline.  

4. Take all allegations seriously and reach out to the victim and the victim’s family. Show care and 
support to help prevent further hurt. Extend whatever pastoral resources are needed. 
Remember that the care and safety of the victim is the first priority. Respond in a positive and 
supportive manner to the victim and the victim’s family.The church should provide a supportive 
atmosphere to all those who are affected, offering both objectivity and empathy as it seeks to 
create a climate in which healing can take place. 

2021-2022 Contacts: 
Safe Sanctuary Staff Contact:
Pastor: 
Lead Team Chair:
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