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The tragedy of abuse of children, youth, and adults 
by religious leaders has received wide coverage over 
the past several years. The secular media reports of 
United Methodist-related incidents have been at a 
lower profile than those received by some other 
denominations. Known occurrences include ones 
involving perpetrators who have been United 
Methodist church school and camp leaders. 

Church schools are vulnerable 
Our church schools are vulnerable to potential 
sexual and other child abuse. Most church-sponsored 
programs rely on high numbers of volunteer staff. 
Often, only minimal screening of those volunteers 
occurs. Some programs have youth in teaching roles 
with little training, and staff have not been as 
carefully screened as they should have been.  

There is a long-standing assumption that church 
school and youth program volunteers are motivated 
by a faith commitment and desire to serve others. 
Minimum volunteer application screening and 
supervision procedures have resulted in violation of 
the trust given to some individuals by pastors, 
church school superintendents, parents and children. 
Some specialists who work with child abuse 
prevention suggest that, as other professional 
children- and youth- serving programs and agencies 
implement more effective screening techniques, 
church programs will be an attraction to chronic 
child abusers. The enthusiastic acceptance the 
church has readily given to almost anyone 
expressing a willingness to work with children and 
youth is widely known both inside and outside the 
church family.  

Jesus made the importance of children clear during his 
ministry. “Let the little children come to me, and do 
not stop them; for it is to such as these that the 
kingdom of heaven belongs.” Emulating his example, 
the church has recognized that education is important 
for nurturing children in the faith. Sunday, mid-week 
and vacation church school, and other experiences are 
ways that Christian education occurs in our local 

churches. A variety of camps, retreats, conferences, 
trips and high adventure experiences have enriched the 
faith development of our children and youth in settings 
beyond the local church. We keep children from 
growing in faith when we allow 
abuse to occur in any of the 
church’s education, recreation 
and other nurturing programs. 
The broken trust, pain, and 
suffering which results, distract 
from the mission and ministry of 
the church. 

Responsible church leaders need to use the utmost 
care in screening volunteer and paid staff who will 
be working with children and youth in our programs. 
It is recommended that church leaders check the 
background, training, and experience of individuals 
seeking to volunteer their services, in addition to 
those applying for paid positions. The encouraged 
practice is to require use of application forms with 
volunteers for teaching, child care youth counselor 
and other roles which provide access to children and 
youth and to conduct a background screening. This 
practice is urged for several reasons. First, the 
significance of these positions is affirmed when 
persons wishing to serve must apply for the 
opportunity. Second, for everyone’s protection, 
inquiries should be made about the history of those 
who volunteer for these positions. Previous incidents or 
allegations which could disqualify them may be 
discovered. Request and contact references to learn 
more about applicants. 
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Screening of Staff is Key 
Screening of staff is a key step for developing a 
child abuse prevention program. There are additional 
actions which need to be taken by church leaders 
seeking to develop and implement prevention 
efforts. 
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 A. Check List for Administrator 
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1. Evaluate screening and hiring practices – 
including volunteers.  

2. Review staff training procedures. 

3. Implement thorough staff supervision 
procedures. 

4. Evaluate supervision of activities at and 
away from the church-sponsored entity. 

5. Routinely document all personnel 
processes:  

 Hiring 

 Probations 

 Incidents 

 Dismissals  

6. Work with appropriate local church and 
conference committees to develop needed 
procedures. 

7. Assure actual practice reflects written 
policies and procedures. 

 B. Check List for Local Church, District and 
Conference Groups  

1. Identify potential problems in advance. 

2. Develop procedures to: 

 Handle allegations 
 Handle known incidents 
 Handle offenders 

3. Prepare to work with parents and children 
in the event of a known incident. 

The General Council on Finance and 
Administration has developed a model Volunteer 
Application Form, which church leaders are 
encouraged to adapt for their own use. Please review 
the sample with a local attorney or other authority 
prior to using it with your volunteer applicants. 
Legal counsel familiar with your state’s personnel 
laws must also be consulted when developing 
application forms for paid staff positions. 

Many insurance 
companies providing 
liability coverage for 
our churches and 
institutions have 
developed helpful 

resources on child and sexual abuse/misconduct 
prevention. These resources can be useful as you 
review your present policies and procedures, and 
implement changes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The PACT Service Center has enhanced this Ministry Protection Memo as an 
educational tool on behalf of the United Methodist Property And Casualty Trust. 
PACT does not develop loss control procedures for United Methodist 
organizations, but does offer the Ministry Protection Memo series to help them 
develop loss control procedures to suit their own needs. We do not intend for nor 
does this memo establish a standard of care regarding any of this subject matter, 
and PACT does not provide legal advice. We encourage church leaders to consult 
with competent attorneys about any matter that has potential legal implications. 
PACT encourages reproduction and distribution of this memo within the United 
Methodist denomination. Non-United Methodist groups may contact the PACT 
Service Center, The Gallagher Center, Two Pierce Place, Itasca, IL 60143, 877-
UMC-PACT to discuss permission to reproduce this memo. [5/05] 
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