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You’ve been informed that someone has been arrested or that a registered sex offender is present in your congrega�on. What do you do?

Our first duty must always be to protect vic�ms and poten�al vic�ms from harm. Because Christ came to save sinners, churches are spaces dedicated
to the power of forgiveness and grace. This means we must treat all involved with respect. However, implemen�ng appropriate limits has li�le to do
with forgiveness and grace; rather, these limits serve to protect the congrega�on from the offender’s poten�al sin as well as shield the offender from
his or her weakness.

Former ministerial director James Cress elaborates on our duty to protect vic�ms and children: “Persons who have violated their sacred trust should
not be placed in a posi�on that will give them access again to children… Some advocate mercy for those who violate children, and of course,
forgiveness is available to any sinner. Scripture, however, advocates mercy for their vic�ms and protec�on for those who would become vic�ms should

they be loosed to prey again upon the innocent.”
[1]

Before we give guidelines for protec�ng children, it is important to define who a sex offender is. According to the Adam Walsh Child Protec�on and

Safety Act of 2006, a sex offender is a person who has been convicted of a sex offense.
[2]

 The defini�on of a sex crime differs by jurisdic�on, but
common sex offenses include molesta�on, rape, sexual assault, child pornography, indecent exposure, and exploita�on. If you have been informed
that someone has been arrested on charges of sexual misconduct or is a registered sex offender, you will need to act immediately.



A church’s response to the presence of a sex offender is cri�cal. Liability may arise if church leaders are aware a known sex offender is a�ending church
services or ac�vi�es and fail to ins�tute appropriate safeguards. By not ac�ng promptly, you may unnecessarily increase the following risks:

1. “The risk of harm to vulnerable minors, and the emo�onal damages that an act of molesta�on may inflict upon them as well as their families.”
2. “The risk of legal liability to the church if a minor is sexually molested by a known sex offender who was allowed unrestricted access to a

church's services and ac�vi�es because of the decision by church leadership to ‘err on the side of mercy.’”
3. “The risk of personal liability for church board members if their failure to implement reasonable restric�ons to monitor known sex offenders is

deemed to be willful or wanton conduct or gross negligence.”
4. “Adverse media publicity depic�ng the church in a nega�ve light should a child be molested by a known sex offender who was allowed

unrestricted access to church services and ac�vi�es because of the decision by church leadership to ‘err on the side of mercy.’”3

If you are a local church leader, your first call should be to your main conference contact. Conference administrators should involve local counsel and
contact Adven�st Risk Management, Inc. (ARM). Once you have reported the situa�on, expect to fully cooperate in any ensuing inves�ga�ons. Keep a
�meline of relevant dates and conversa�ons, beginning with when you were first alerted to the sex offender’s presence. You can also prevent further
harm by only involving necessary par�es in any ini�al fact-finding conversa�ons. Strive to keep all your communica�ons relevant, truthful, and
respec�ul.

The principle of respec�ul communica�on becomes increasingly important once you are ready to disclose a�endance and/or par�cipa�on
arrangements with your congrega�on. Some members may be tempted to take sides or a�empt to defend certain par�es. Ensuring that church
leaders’ communica�on is relevant, truthful, and respec�ul allows them to do their part in discouraging rumors. This may also prevent a divisive spirit
from taking hold of the church.

Any sex offenders who a�end your church or par�cipate in any of the church’s ac�vi�es (in any form) must sign a condi�onal a�endance agreement.
ARM has a sample agreement that can be used by local counsel. This par�cipa�on agreement holds both the church and offender accountable when
liability concerns arise. The agreement defines who a chaperone and sexual offender is. It also details the condi�ons and restric�ons regarding
par�cipa�on in worship, travel with minors, and proba�on or parole officer contact.

In reviewing whether a person should be allowed to take part in church services and other ac�vi�es, a record of the facts pertaining to the individual’s
offense should be considered. Legal counsel in your jurisdic�on should review the final dra� of the condi�onal a�endance agreement to make sure it
meets all legal requirements in a way that is suitable for the individual.

Churches should be a place of spiritual healing for broken people, but that doesn’t mean sex offenders can have unfe�ered access to a�ack again.
Congrega�ons can be liable when they fail to protect individuals from harm that comes from a known sex offender. As churches, we must find a
balance between our call to love and forgive everyone and the responsibility to protect our congrega�ons. Both are in line with Christ’s example, which
is what we should strive for as Chris�ans.
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