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Protecting Faith 
Communities from Abuse:

Creating a Culture of 
Protection

Pete Singer, MSW, LICSW
Executive Director

The mission of GRACE is to educate 
and empower churches to recognize, 

prevent, and respond to abuse.

Practice 
Self Care

OCTOBER 17-18
www.zeroabuseproject.org
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Practice 
Self Care

“…offenders can recognize ideal settings for 
[abuse] even 

if the rest of us can’t.”
- Dr. Anna Salter, Predators
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“It is precisely our lack of knowledge that 
gives predators their edge.”

- Dr. Anna Salter

“That Nassar will die in prison is little comfort 
because the systems that allowed…him to 

survive and thrive for so many years remain 
very much alive.”

Michigan State needs to wear this shame
- TheUndefeated.com

“Terrible things were known about and 
covered up in the name of God.”

Minnesota Survivor of Clergy Abuse
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“Behold I am sending you out as sheep 
in the midst of wolves. Therefore, be 

wise as serpents 
and innocent as doves.”

Matthew 10:16

Jesus and Abuse

Jesus and Abuse

“They come to you in sheep’s 
clothing, but inwardly they are 

ferocious wolves.” 
Matthew 7:15

Faith communities 
can be a powerful 

part of the 
problem or the 

solution.
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What is abuse? 

Abuse is not a sin like other sins.

Abuse occurs when a person in a 
position of power and trust uses that 
position to exploit or violate a person 
who is more vulnerable.

Abuse can be physical, sexual, 
emotional, spiritual, financial, etc. 

Clergy Sexual Abuse occurs 
when a pastor or spiritual 
leader crosses sexual 
boundaries with a person under 
their spiritual care or 
supervision.
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“Again I saw all the oppressions 
that are done under the sun. And 
behold, the tears of the oppressed, 
and they had no one to comfort 
them! On the side of their 
oppressors there was power, and 
there was no one to comfort 
them.”     

Ecclesiastes 4:1

Common Abuse Dynamics:
• Power and Vulnerability
• Trust and Community
• Entitlement and Dehumanization 

or Objectification 
• Deception and Manipulation
• Isolation and Powerlessness
• Fear, Secrecy, and Silence

Discussion Scenario 1
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A man (age 24) seeks out the help of his pastor (age 40) regarding
his depression and his marriage. The pastor meets regularly with the
man to talk, do Bible study, and pray. Eventually, the pastor
convinces him to do “counseling” sessions and Bible study in the
nude with him. He shows him pornography and in the name of
helping his marriage sexually, the pastor gets the man to masturbate
together with him. The pastor tells him, “God needs you to trust him
completely.” The man is confused by all of this, but he trusts this
pastor, and is embarrassed and scared to tell anyone. He is not even
sure who he would tell about this, everyone knows and loves the
pastor. He is not sure he would be believed and he is also afraid that
if he tells someone they might think he is gay. The pastor says he
can’t tell anyone or the ministry will suffer and people will go to hell
because of him.
What common dynamics of abuse do you notice in this situation?

How does 
prevention work?

Discussion Scenario 2
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Kate is 13 years old, outgoing, and typically a good student. Recently, her
parents divorced. She is now struggling in school and seems more
withdrawn. Tony, her youth pastor, is a seminary graduate and is
ordained as a pastor in the church. He is funny, charismatic, and a great
Bible teacher. The kids love him and the parents love him because they
see kids wanting to go to church. His colleagues also appreciate that
Tony is helping draw more families to the church. One Wednesday night,
as student ministry is winding down, only a few people are left waiting
around the foyer of the church. Kate’s mom is running late to pick her up.
Tony says to Kate, “Hey, I’ve got something for you I forgot. Come with
me to my office for a second.” Tony and Kate walk away from everyone
toward a back hall and Tony’s office. No one is in that area at this time,
and it is relatively isolated. As Tony and Kate turn a corner, they pass a
mom in the church who ran back to grab her son’s coloring paper that he
left in the classroom.
What needs to be in place in this church culture so we could reasonably
expect this mom to interrupt the unsafe one adult one child situation?

What are some prevention measures that could help?

Christian Faith

Accountability

Education Boundaries

Effective prevention and response 
is a function of the community.

1. Ground abuse prevention in the Christian faith as a 
matter of discipleship and identity.

2. Raise the education level of all in appropriate ways.
3. Clarify appropriate conduct and set clear 

boundaries - especially toward the vulnerable.
4. Engage all in a culture of ownership of prevention 

and response where all are empowered to hold one 
another accountable.
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Christian Faith

Accountability

Education Boundaries

Effective prevention and response 
is a function of the community.

Christian Faith

1. God
2. Church Mission and Values
3. The Abuse of Power

“The Lord is a stronghold for 
the oppressed…”

Psalm 9:9
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“…[God] does not forget 
the cry of the afflicted.”

Psalm 9:12

Leaders must use the Bible 
and church teaching to speak 

with conviction about the 
dignity and value of all 

people and stand against all 
forms of abuse.

“I’ve been in church all of my 
life, and I’ve never heard a 

minister talk this way about 
God and his heart for the 

abused.”
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Every person is created with 
inherent worth and should 
be treated with dignity and 

respect.

Genesis 1

The Bible speaks over and over about 
God’s heart for the vulnerable and the 
oppressed.
What are common categories of 
vulnerable people in the Bible?

Jesus vocally named and 
confronted abuse in his 

ministry.
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“If anyone causes one of these 
little ones—those who believe in 
me—to stumble, it would be 
better for them to have a large 
millstone hung around their neck 
and to be drowned in the depths 
of the sea.”

Matthew 18:6

And in his teaching he said, “Beware of 
the scribes…who devour widows' houses 
and for a pretense make long prayers. 
They will receive the greater 
condemnation.”

Mark 12:38-40

God Speaks Against Violence

• Psalm 11:5 The Lord hates the wicked and the 
one who loves violence.

• Psalm 73:6 For the wicked pride is their necklace; 
violence are the clothes they wear.

• Prov. 3:31 God says “Do not envy a man of 
violence and do not choose any of his ways”

• Prov. 24:2 The hearts of the wicked devise 
violence
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Christian Faith

1. God
2. Church Mission and Values
3. The Abuse of Power

What are some ways you
talk about your 

mission?
values?

identity? 
How can you connect these to 

protecting the vulnerable and standing 
against abuse? 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe 

all that I have commanded you.”
Matthew 28:19-20
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What does it mean to know 
God?

“Heaping oppression upon oppression 
and deceit upon deceit they refuse to 

know me.” 
- Jeremiah 9:6

“[King Josiah] defended the cause of the 
poor and needy and so all went well. Is 
this not what it means to know me?”    

- Jeremiah 22:16
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Clergy Sexual Abuse

An Ancient Problem
1 Samuel 2:12, 22 Hophni and Phineas
“Now the sons of Eli were worthless men. 
They did not know the Lord….Now Eli was 
very old, and he kept hearing all that his 
sons were doing to all Israel, and how they 
lay with the women who were serving at 
the entrance to the tent of meeting.

Those who know God and 
walk with God prioritize  

protecting the vulnerable.

“We know one instance of 
abuse could ruin our 

ministry.”

What mentality might be 
behind this statement?

43

44

45



12/2/2022

16

Christian Faith

1. God
2. Church Mission and Values
3. The Abuse of Power

Discussion Scenario 3

Mark is a good pastor. He does not abuse his
power. Pastor Mark graduated seminary with
honors. He is pursuing a PhD. He is beloved in
his church for his sense of humor, his kindness,
and willingness to help. He gives skillful
sermons that inspire and encourage his flock.
He is average height, but his personality and
presence can fill up a room. He is not afraid to
speak about his own humanity and share about
his own vulnerability. Many in the church view
him as an extension of their family.
What types of power does Mark have? What
forms of power do you see here?
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Reflection: 
• What types of power do you hold? 
• What does it look like to use your power 

for good? 
• What could it look like for you to misuse 

your power?

Organizations do well to establish clear 
boundaries in power dynamics:

• Pastor - Congregant
• Supervisor - Employee
• Counselor - Counseled
• Teacher - Student
• Adult - Minor
• Mentor - Mentored
• Older Child - Younger Child

“All power in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me.”

Matthew 28:18

Jesus and Power
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“You know that those who are considered 
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and 

their great ones exercise authority over them. 
But it shall not be so among you. But whoever 

would be great among you must be your 
servant…”

Mark 10:42-43

“You know that those who are considered 
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and 

their great ones exercise authority over them. 
But it shall not be so among you. But whoever 

would be great among you must be your 
servant…”

Mark 10:42-43

Pro-active leadership on 
abuse is at the heart of 
your calling as a leader.

Jesus and Power
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Jesus and Power

You cannot outsource 
protecting the vulnerable.

Ministry leaders must address 
the abuse of power in faith 

communities and the home.

Jesus and Power

Jesus and Power

Leaders must name abuse of power, 
and demonstrate safe behavior 

toward the vulnerable.
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Jesus and Power

Those who hold power must 
put in accountability structures to 

which they themselves are 
accountable 

Jesus and Power

Those who hold power are 
responsible to uphold appropriate 

boundaries

Christian Faith

Accountability

Education Boundaries

Effective Prevention and Response 
is a function of the community
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Education
1. Denial and Myths
2. Educating the Community
3. Survivors
4. Offenders

Denial 
Fuels 
Abuse

“If I hadn’t heard the 
recording myself, I 
wouldn’t have believed 
it. He’s such a nice 
guy!”
Lead pastor reflecting on the abusing 
youth pastor
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“I just don’t 
believe he is 

capable of doing 
that.”

How would you 
respond?

Common Abuse Myths

❖Abuse is rare
❖Abuse doesn’t happen here 

(church, ministry, family).
❖Sexual abuse survivors 

victimize others. 
❖False reports of abuse are 

common.

What might keep you 
from confronting 
denial and myths 
about abuse? 
- In yourself
- In the ministry
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Education
1. Denial and Myths
2. Educating the Community
3. Survivors
4. Offenders

US Child Abuse Statistics
• Sexual Abuse: 1 in 4 women, 1 in 6 

men
• Physical Abuse: 1 in 4
• Emotional Abuse: 11%
• Neglect: 10%
• Emotional Neglect: 15%
• Spiritual Abuse

www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/acestudy/

US Abuse Statistics
• Intimate Partner Violence: 1 in 3 

women in the US (American Medical 
Association)

• Clergy Sexual Abuse: over 10% of 
clergy (Sexual Abuse by Clergy: A Crisis for the 
Church by Marie M. Fortune and James N. 
Poling)
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The Safest Community is 
an Educated Community

Educate all, from leaders 
to the most vulnerable.

Leaders must anticipate and 
overcome the barriers to 
educating the ministry.
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• “We don’t want to give the impression that abuse is a 
problem in our church.”

• “I don’t even want to think about abuse, much less 
spend my morning (or afternoon) in a training.”

• “I don’t know anyone who has been abused, why do I 
have to do training?” 

• “I don’t work with the kids or youth, is this training 
for me?”

Education
1. Denial and Myths
2. Educating the Community
3. Survivors
4. Offenders
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‘Take care of him, and 
whatever more you 
spend, I will repay you 
when I come back.’

- Luke 10:35

Why don’t survivors 
come forward?

Many survivors are not 
believed in the church.
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Should we always believe 
when someone discloses 
abuse?

Victim Blaming

How do survivors act?
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“A program, organization, or system that is trauma-
informed realizes the widespread impact of trauma and 
understands potential paths for recovery; recognizes the 
signs and symptoms of trauma in clients, families, staff, 
and others involved with the system; and responds by 
fully integrating knowledge about trauma into policies, 

procedures, and practices, and seeks to actively resist re-
traumatization.”

SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach

What is a Trauma-Informed 
Organization?

The Three E’s
of Trauma

SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach

What is Trauma?

The Role of Your Community 
AND

The Role of Professional 
Treatment Providers
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“I believe you.”
“I’m so sorry.”

“This was not your fault.”

We are called to weep 
with those who weep.

Trauma-Informed Communities Value:
1. Safety
2. Dignity
3. Agency
4. Trustworthiness
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Discussion Scenario 4

Trauma is a common impact from abuse. In caring for
others, we have to account for the harm and reality of
trauma as we respond to love our neighbor as ourselves.
Good pastoral care and support accounts for the nature of
trauma and its potential impacts. Some basic starting
principles to account for are:

1.Safety: In abuse, safety is shattered. Trauma-informed
care prioritizes establishing safety. List some ways that a
care team might address issues of safety in the wake of
abuse as they care for an adult survivor of clergy sexual
abuse

Trauma-Informed Pastoral Care

Dignity: In abuse, the dignity of the survivor is directly
assaulted. Abuse dehumanizes. Trauma-informed care
constantly looks for ways to affirm the dignity of the
person. List some ways that a care team might affirm
dignity in words and deeds in the wake of abuse as they
care for an adult survivor of clergy sexual abuse.

Trauma-Informed Pastoral Care
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Agency: God created us all as individual people with
agency to live our lives and make choices. In abuse, the
will of a person is violated. Trauma-informed care
recognizes the importance of respecting the agency of a
survivor and not seeking to perpetuate unhealthy
patterns of directing their life, even though our intentions
may be good (unlike the abuser). List some ways that a
care team might encourage and support an adult survivor
of clergy sexual abuse in exercising healthy agency in
their life.

Trauma-Informed Pastoral Care

Trustworthiness: Abuse is a deep betrayal of trust.
Trauma-informed care recognizes that survivors need
care that demonstrates trustworthiness. List some ways
that a care team might demonstrate trustworthiness as
they care for an adult survivor of clergy abuse. Also, list
some words or behaviors to avoid if you can.

Trauma-Informed Pastoral Care

Care for a Congregation
after Abuse
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Supportive Organizations and People: 
• Never blame survivors or minimize abuse
• Never give platitudes to survivors
• Never press for details about the abuse
• Never urge the survivor to meet the abuser, “reconcile,” or 

push forgiveness
• Never treat survivors as if they are the problem. (e.g. coping 

behaviors, depression, sensitivity, lack of trust)
• Hold abusers accountable

Supportive Organizations and People: 
• Believe victims and take practical steps to establish safety
• Distinguish sinning and being sinned against
• Create space for strong emotions and validate strong 

emotions (anger, grief, betrayal, etc.)
• Normalize coping behavior
• Listen and support with patience
• Respect the agency and privacy of survivors
• Respect their own limits and care for themselves

Education
1. Denial and Myths
2. Educating the Community
3. Survivors
4. Offenders
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Psalm 10 says much
about abusers

Why, O Lord, do you stand far away? Why do you 
hide yourself in times of trouble? In arrogance the 
wicked hotly pursue the poor; let them be caught 
in the schemes that they have devised. For the 
wicked boasts of the desires of his soul, and the 
one greedy for gain curses and renounces the Lord. 
In the pride of his face the wicked does not seek 
him; all his thoughts are, “There is no God.”

His mouth is filled with cursing and deceit and 
oppression; under his tongue are mischief and 
iniquity. He sits in ambush in the villages; in hiding 
places he murders the innocent. His eyes stealthily 
watch for the helpless; he lurks in ambush like a 
lion in his thicket; he lurks that he may seize the 
poor; he seizes the poor when he draws him into 
his net.
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The helpless are crushed, sink down, and fall by his 
might. He says in his heart, “God has forgotten, he 
has hidden his face, he will never see it.” Arise, O 
Lord; O God, lift up your hand; forget not the 
afflicted. Why does the wicked renounce God and 
say in his heart, “You will not call to account”? But 
you do see, for you note mischief and vexation, 
that you may take it into your hands; to you the 
helpless commits himself; you have been the 
helper of the fatherless.

Break the arm of the wicked and evildoer; call his 
wickedness to account till you find none. The 
Lord is king forever and ever; the nations perish 
from his land. O Lord, you hear the desire of the 
afflicted; you will strengthen their heart; you will 
incline your ear to do justice to the fatherless and 
the oppressed, so that man who is of the earth 
may strike terror no more.

All adults should learn 
basic offender tactics.
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Grooming as “testing.”

• The specific behaviors and tactics will vary: 
Spirituality, authority, intimacy, and care are 
weaponized

• Similar testing for vulnerabilities: isolation, 
circumstances (e.g. grief, counseling)

• Listen to your gut, especially if you feel guilty, or there 
is testing of boundaries - progression, unexpected 
(e.g. isolation, intimacy)

Clergy/Leader Tactics Against Adults -
It’s not “an affair”

• Isolation (sudden, late hours, more intimate setting like a 
home/apt. or trip, including isolated communication like 
texting)

• Special gifts or focused attention
• Touch (e.g. progression or in isolation, anything sensual or 

intimate)
• Sexual language, jokes, stories, topics
• Secrecy (gifts, alcohol, money)
• Any manipulation or deception or attempts to enforce 

secrecy or threats

Abusers Adapt their Tactics
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• Pretense: mentoring, counseling, discipling, 
education, medical treatment/hygiene, 
helping/getting your help, etc.

• Deflection/Deceptions: misunderstanding, 
mistake, accident, false allegation

• Excuses: marriage or alcohol/medication, stress, 
hard childhood

Common Offender Distortions

Those in positions of greater vulnerability should be 
empowered by leaders to ask for any reasonable 
boundary they feel is necessary in any given situation. 
This should be respected without any accusation or 
questioning why they feel it is necessary.

Recognize Concerning Signs

Those in positions of power and trust are responsible 
and able to respect appropriate boundaries. Document 
any concerning behavior if you can and talk to someone 
trusted as soon as you are able to do so. Pay attention 
to your gut and speak up if you are able to do so.

Recognize Concerning Signs
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Attempts to spiritualize or justify boundary testing, sexualized 
contact/communication or deflect accountability using God, 
the Bible, theology, or spirituality is a huge warning sign.

Recognize Concerning Signs

DARVO: 
Deny, Attack, Reverse Victim and Offender

DARVO is how many offenders 
seek to deflect accountability. 

Dr. Jennifer Freyd

Common blame/excuses:
• Partner
• Stress
• Work
• Alcohol/Medication
• Anger
• Childhood
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Institutional Courage vs. Institutional Betrayal
It is an institution’s commitment to seek the truth and engage in 
moral action, despite unpleasantness, risk, and short-term cost. It 

is a pledge to protect and care for those who depend on the 
institution. It is a compass oriented to the common good of 
individuals, the institution, and the world. It is a force that 

transforms institutions into more accountable, equitable, healthy 
places for everyone.

What about forgiveness?

Christian Faith

Accountability

Education Boundaries

Effective Prevention and Response 
is a function of the community
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Clear expectations of conduct are 
essential to prevention.

Effective boundaries must apply to 
the whole community.

Frame it positively in terms of our 
Christian commitments.
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Consider starting with 5
key boundaries for all at all times:

1. All touch should be welcomed by the other person
2. Touch in a power differential should be accountable to others
3. No one should be alone with a child in an isolated area unless 

they are the parent or guardian
4. Outside of the kid’s ministry procedure, only a parent or 

guardian may assist a child in the restroom
5. Show respect in words: avoid words that shame, belittle, 

sexualized comments (e.g. jokes, stories or sharing sexualized 
content like videos)

Leaders must 
establish a policy 

with clear 
boundaries.

Leaders must 
establish a team that 

will document 
boundary violations.
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Empower all to 
speak up when there 

is abuse or a 
concern.

Leaders must have 
the courage to 

remove those who 
cross boundaries 

from ministry.

Effective policy and prevention 
depends upon a culture
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Effective prevention depends upon a culture:
• Leaders name abuse often, and preach against 

entitlement and abuse of power.
• Leaders constantly hold up God’s heart for survivors 

and God’s hatred of violence and abuse and hold 
abusers accountable.

• Education: Abuse is talked about, named, and 
examples and dynamics are understood by the 
whole community.

• The community views abuse as a common and yet 
egregious sin, diametrically opposed to the way of 
Jesus. 

Effective prevention depends upon a culture:
• The community believes everyone deserves to live 

free of abuse - the dignity and the worth of each 
person is emphasized.

• The community emphasizes healthy agency, 
empowerment, and boundaries. Respect and 
consent are primary concerns.

• Some in the church are ready to help provide 
information, support, and connection to local 
resources, which are known and trusted by the 
church.

• The community is learning about trauma-informed 
principles (SAMHSA resource)

Christian Faith

Accountability

Education Boundaries

Effective Prevention and Response 
is a function of the community
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Is there clarity on response to:
1. Abuse?
2. A policy violation?
3. There is a concern about a person or a 

situation?

All adults have a moral obligation 
to report child abuse, whether or 
not they are legally mandated to 

do so.

Reporting Child Abuse in MN 
Emergencies: Call 911

Authorities can ensure the immediate 
safety of a child and get medical attention 

if needed.
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Contact Local DHS and Local Law 
Enforcement

Reporting suspected abuse against a 
vulnerable adult: Minnesota Adult 

Abuse Reporting Center 
1-844-880-1574

• Do not inform the family if the alleged offender is in 
the family or unknown

• Cooperate fully with the investigation
• Fully assess the possibility of other victims and take 

protective measures
• Defend the vulnerable, not the institution or 

reputations of leaders
• “Unfounded” or “Unsubstantiated” doesn’t 

necessarily mean “Innocent.”
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Q & A - Reporting 
Child Abuse

Responding to Abuse Against 
an Adult

Clergy abuse is always a deep 
betrayal.

Leaders must commit to 
holding abusive leaders 
accountable, even if the abuse 
of power is not a crime.
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Foundational Realities:
Pastoral Abuse

Pastoral abuse is not always a crime. 

However, pastoral abuse is always serious and 
other leaders in the church must work together 
to hold abusive pastors accountable.

136

www.partnersagainstsexualabuse.org

Red - States where both counselor and pastoral abuse is a crime.
Blue - States where counselor abuse is a crime.
White - States where neither is a crime.

After a report or knowledge of potential abuse, 
a safety team and/or leaders must: 

1. Assess safety
2. Draw lines of accountability
3. Care for survivors
4. Seek answers from support resources and 

organizations

National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-
799-7233

National Sexual Assault Hotline: 1-800-656-
4673

Stalking Resources:
www.safehorizon.org/get-help/stalking/
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The nature of grooming behavior by leaders 
argues for independent investigations in many 

cases when there are allegations of abuse, 
harassment, or serious misconduct.

Leaders and others within the system are 
often manipulated by an offender even 
after they are caught.

Seek answers to your questions from 
professionals or experts (e.g. child advocacy 
center or domestic violence shelter or the 
investigator). 
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Proactive 
leaders make 

the 
difference.

Culture 
change is hard 

work.
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Christian Faith

Accountability

Education Boundaries

Effective Prevention and Response 
is a function of the community

Practice 
Self Care
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