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(Reported on Pages 222-223 of the 1998 Journal)
STATEMENT OF COVENENT

We have been called into covenant with God and one another through the grace of Jesus Christ. This covenant, which we share in together in Christ’s body, the Church, is intended by God to be a means of reconciliation, justice, faith, hope, and love. Sexual harassment and misconduct, and other like actions, disrupt the sacred covenant of God with us and are unacceptable in the community where Christ’s ministry of grace is proclaimed and experienced. Therefore, all Christians are called to identify and prevent sexual harassment and misconduct whenever, however, and wherever it is encountered.
PREAMBLE

In light of our covenant, it is the intent of this policy to provide for an experience of grace, justice, and reconciliation for both the aggrieved and the respondent when sexual misconduct is alleged or proven. Victims of sexual misconduct experience a devastating betrayal of trust. The victim(s) has trusted that the power and the authority entrusted to the minister will be used for the well being of persons. In turning to the minister, persons become vulnerable to the minister and trust that their vulnerability will be respected and not abused. When the minister uses power to abuse and disrespect the trust and vulnerability of persons, the effects are painfully traumatic. Furthermore, we understand that while grace means that we are loved unconditionally, it does not mean that we escape the consequences of our actions. There may come a time when we can no longer continue in ministry or employment because our personal behavior is not compatible with the sacred office of the ministry.
When incidents of sexual misconduct are alleged or proven, the greatest possible care shall be taken to assure that the least possible additional harm is done to all persons involved. When sexual misconduct occurs, there are many victims: the person who has been involved, the spouses and families, congregations, and the larger community surrounding them. All these victims are not part of the disciplinary and restorative procedure of the representative ministry. Yet, all are hurt when sexual misconduct has occurred and are encouraged to seek appropriate therapeutic assistance. Truth-telling is risky and painful and may stir up strong feelings of fear and anger for both those who tell and those who hear. But, truth-telling has the power to release persons — accused and victims — from secrecy, denial, and guilt that result from sexual misconduct.
NOTE: The term ‘minister” is used in this policy to include all ordained, licensed, consecrated, and commissioned persons both male and female, married or single, serving in the I-Iolston Annual Conference, including those ministers serving in extension ministries, those who are on leaves, those who have honorable located, and those who are retired.
I. DEFINITIONS

a. Sexual Misconduct

Sexual misconduct is an abuse of power through sexual harassment, contact, or activity (not limited to sexual intercourse) in which the minister violates the free-choice, or abuses the vulnerability of a parishioner (including children), client, church staff person, or colleague; or causes or allows the parishioner, client, church staff person, or colleague to engage in appropriate sexual behavior with the minister.

This understanding is equally applicable in the context of ministries in which there are no “parishioners” but there is a community which acknowledges the authority of the minister as a spiritual leader (appointments beyond the local church, honorable location, ministers of leaves, retired) or other ministries in which the minister serves a community much wider than the membership of the appointed congregations.

At the core of this definition of sexual misconduct is the abuse of power when a person initiates or allows sexual behavior with or from someone who is in a position of trust and dependence in the relationship. Sexual misconduct breaks a sacred trust. Any such sexual misconduct is a violation by the minister who then bears the responsibility for their behavior.
b. Sexual Harassment

Sexual harassment (according to the United Methodist Church) is a sin, It is described as any unwanted sexual advance or demand, either verbal or physical, which is demeaning, intimidating or coercive. It is not an exclusively sexual issue, but rather an exploitation of a power relationship. Sexual harassment creates a hostile or abusive working environment. Unwelcome sexually oriented humor or language, inappropriate questions or comments about sexual behavior or preference, unwelcome or undesired physical contact, inappropriate comments about clothing or physical appearance, and/or repeated requests for social engagements will generally be deemed to constitute sexual harassment. Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal, psychological, or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitute sexual harassment when:

1. Submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term or condition of an individual’s employment or conference ministerial relationship.

2. Submission or rejection of such conduct by an individual is used as the basis for employment or conference ministerial relationship decisions affecting the individual.

3. Such conduct has the purpose or effect of substantially interfering with an individual’s work performance or creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive working or conference ministerial environment.
II. WHEN SEXUAL MISCONDUCT IS ALLEGED

It is the purpose of this policy to encourage proper standards of behavior and, thus, the disclosure of sexual misconduct. Therefore, it is important to protect those persons who truthfully disclose such misconduct. It is understandable that there should be some fear around the issues of misunderstanding and false accusations. It is understood, therefore, that all care will be taken by those responsible for reviewing the complaint as they seek to determine its validity and the appropriate response.
III. STANDARDS OF MINISTERIAL CONDUCT

a. Ministers related to the Annual Conference are always accountable for the ways they respond to persons who ask their ministerial assistance and over whom they have authority. Any breach of this ministerial relationship, ministerial responsibility, and ministerial authority is abusive and unethical. All those within the covenant of the church are encouraged to discern when particular collegial support, therapy, or other assistance should be sought for ministers with regard to relationships.

b. Ministerial self-discipline requires self-awareness. Personal integrity and mature professional conduct are part of every ministerial relationship. This prohibits any sexual behaviors with a parishioner or client entrusted to his or her sacred care. Since the balance of power is always on the side of the minister, it is the minister who is always responsible for keeping the relationship free from sex or sexual innuendo. This power difference makes meaningful consent impossible in the relationship.

c. All ministers have the responsibility for developing healthy and ethical relationships with other persons. Married ministers have covenanted to nurture and maintain a faithful marital relationship. The covenant also reminds single ministers that dating relationships must maintain full attention to sexual conduct as understood in our Christian teaching, outlined in paragraphs 306.4f and 321.4 a (6) of The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church, 1996. This standard applies to all ministers as defined in this policy.
IV. CONFIDENTIALITY AND THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR REPORTING SEXUAL MISCONDUCT AND HARASSMENT

Because the Church is a place for healing and justice, it must recognize, prevent, and stop sexual misconduct and harassment. As a part of the Covenant Community of faith, all ministers and laity bear sacred responsibility to address sexual misconduct and harassment as they become aware of such behavior. Lay and clergy alike bear responsibility for confronting one another with knowledge of sexual misconduct and harassment. Every complaint will be taken seriously.
When the covenant of trust has been broken by instances of sexual misconduct or harassment, there is pain and disruption throughout the covenant community. In those instances the whole community is called to encourage and support an aggrieved person, care for one committing the offense, and initiate complaint procedures as outlined in Paragraphs 358 and 2623 through 2629 in The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church, 1996.
IF ANY PROVISION OF THIS POLICY IS IN CONFLICT WITH THE BOOK OF DISCIPLINE
OF THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH, 1996, THE BOOK OF DISCIPLINE SHALL

PREVAIL. SUCH CONFLICT SHALL NOT BE GROUNDS FOR INVALIDATING THIS POLICY.
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