Baptist state conventions
address church sexual abuse

November 10, 2021
CARY, N.C. (RNS)—Southern Baptist leaders in North Carolina have

announced plans to proactively review their state convention’s response to
the issue of sexual abuse.

The review, approved on Nov. 8 by the executive committee of the Baptist
State Convention of North Carolina, will look at current policies and
procedures for preventing abuse and responding when abuse occurs.

Todd Unzicker, the state convention’s executive director-treasurer, said
leaders want to show churches they take abuse seriously.

“If our churches do not see us as a convention being proactive in this,
mistrust will happen,” he said.

Several Baptist state conventions take
action

North Carolina joins several other state conventions in addressing the issue
of abuse recently.

In September, the Baptist General Convention of Texas Executive Board
approved a policy declaring any registered sex offender “permanently
disqualified” from church leadership. The board approved a policy
statement that any church violating the standard “may be” considered
outside of harmonious cooperation with Texas Baptists.

In recent weeks, state Baptist groups in Georgia, Kentucky, Arkansas,
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Florida and California have set up committees or task forces to address
sexual abuse. Attempts to set up similar responses failed in Mississippi and
Missouri.

“I want to make clear that we as Georgia Baptists have zero tolerance for
sexual abuse,” W. Thomas Hammond, executive director of the Georgia
Baptist Mission Board, told the Christian Index, a Georgia Baptist
publication.

Controversy in the SBC

The statewide responses follow on the heels of a bitter dispute at the
national SBC’s Nashville-based Executive Committee over how to conduct
an independent investigation into that group’s handling of sexual abuse in
recent decades.

A national task force to oversee that investigation was set up this past
summer at the annual meeting of the nation’s largest Protestant
denomination. But members of the Executive Committee disagreed about
how transparent the investigation would be and how many details would be
made public—especially conversations between Executive Committee
members and staff and their lawyers.
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Southern Baptist leaders had long resisted taking national action on the
issue of abuse—in large part because of the autonomy of local churches.
That began to change in 2019 after a Houston Chronicle investigation
reported more than 700 cases of abuse in Southern Baptist churches. That
led to a public lament and a change in denominational rules allowing the
SBC to expel churches that mishandle abuse.

Two churches were removed from the denomination in February 2021 for
employing pastors who had histories of sexual abuse.

While the small staff of the SBC’s Executive Committee has few direct
connections with local churches, state conventions are much more likely to
have close relationships with them. Even before the Houston
Chronicleinvestigation, those state conventions were providing training and
other resources for addressing abuse.



Nate Adams, executive director of the Illinois Baptist State Association,
which has about 1,000 churches, said the state group has been helping
churches with background checks and setting up best practices to create a
safe environment for children for years. The demand picked up after the
Chronicle report, he said.

“The Houston Chronicle report was a big raiser of public awareness for
churches, and therefore, led to more requests for help in this area,” he
said.

Helping churches know how to
respond

Adams said congregations don’t always know what to do if a case of abuse
is discovered and call looking for help. They often feel betrayed if they
learn a pastor or other leader is abusive and, if there’s an arrest, they have
to deal with calls from the media or requests from police.

Abuse survivor Rachael
Denhollander discusses the
Southern Baptist Convention’s
history of addressing sexual abuse
with Russell Moore, then president
of the Ethics & Religious Liberty
Commission at the Caring Well
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In the past, he said, churches had a tendency to keep things private and not
report abuse.

“I think now, churches need to receive the counsel that you take this very
seriously,” he said. “Law enforcement needs to be contacted
immediately—they are equipped to handle this in ways that most local
churches are not.”

In mid-October, Joseph Krol, the pastor of a downstate Illinois church, was
charged with grooming a 15-year-old girl from another Baptist church
where he had formerly been a pastor. Illinois Baptist staff are assisting the
two congregations involved as they work with law enforcement. The state
association’s website offers a series of resources on preventing and
responding to abuse.

At the California Southern Baptist Convention meeting in late October,
Chris Cole, pastor of Redeemer Baptist Church in Paso Robles, Calif.,
proposed the state set up a task force to look at the issue of abuse. Cole’s
detailed motion, which included calls for an abuse survivor to serve on the
task force, along with the director of the state convention, as well as for the
involvement of experts, failed during the meeting.

A simpler proposal to set up a committee to look at the issue of abuse
passed.

Cole, a veteran pastor who worked as a police officer for several years, said
state Baptist groups lack a comprehensive strategy on how to deal with
abuse. He said statewide groups—and smaller regional associations—are
often on the front lines of responding to abuse at churches. But there is
very little training on how to respond to cases of abuse and how to care for



Survivors.

Southern Baptists, he said, also are reluctant to tell local churches what to
do, which makes it harder to address abuse.

“This is a long-term cultural mentality,” he said. “We don’t address these
things. We don’t deal with them upfront and we think it’s better that way.”

Cole hopes state conventions will develop more robust guidelines for
responding to abuse. Good policies and procedures make it easier for
people to do the right thing, he said, because they aren’t trying to make
decisions in the middle of a crisis.

“We take the weight off people and say, if this happens, here is the
protocol, here’s what you do next,” he said.

With additional reporting by Managing Editor Ken Camp.



