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“None of us smoked. None
of us drank. We were church
kids. So what we did to feel
cool was pile in the car with
the minister and laugh at his

Jjokes. In hindsight, cigarettes
and alcohol would have been
a lot safer.”’!

~ Christa Brown

Introduction

The Southern Baptist Conven-
tion (SBC)is the largest religious
denomination in the United States
with over 47,000 churches and more
than 13.6 million members.> The
denomination was formed in 18453
and is more heavily concentrated in
the South. However, the growth of
the SBC set “the tone for American
Christianity overall and Christian-
ity’s influence in public life.”*

The Southern Baptist Conven-
tion “is not a hierarchical religious
denomination. It is a Convention of
churches that chooses to cooperate
with one another. . . Autonomous
churches have complete control
over their own affairs. . . Coopera-
tion means that a church chooses to
be in a friendly relationship and to
be sympathetic with the purposes
and work of the convention.” This
means that while “it is possible for
a church to fall out of cooperat-
ing status with the convention” this
“does not mean that the Convention
has any authority over the affairs of

See SOUTHERN BAPTIST, page 44

Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization

SCOTUS Impact on Rape and
Incest Survivors and Victims

Julie Donelon, MSW, President & CEO of MOCSA

The Issue

On June 24, 2022, the U.S. Supreme
Court overturned the landmark decision
Roe v. Wade,! removing the protection
for individual privacy and the right to an
abortion prior to fetal viability. Doing so
has caused confusion, fear, and desperation
among survivors of rape and incest in many
states where trigger laws went into effect
that put more restrictive abortion laws into
place. The impact of this reversal, after
almost 50 years of federal protections, has
been felt deeply among survivors and those
working to support them.

Because of the patchwork of state laws
across the country, there is great uncertainty
about survivors’ rights, and many women
are terrified at what they might face if they
experience rape-related pregnancy. Over
77% of Americans believe, at a minimum,
victims of rape and incest should have
access to abortion (Gallup, n.d.). Because of
the Supreme Court’s decision overturning
Roe v. Wade, however, many states have
or are working to enact laws that severely
restrict or completely outlaw abortion
services. In 15 states where such laws are
in place or pending, there is no exception
for those impregnated as a result of rape
or incest (PolitiFact, 2022). And in other

states where abortion is still legal, the
length of time to obtain an abortion has been
shortened, a condition that presents a whole
different set of challenges.

‘When a perpetrator commits the crime of
sexual assault, a victim’s fundamental right
to bodily autonomy is violated and all con-
trol is stripped away. Afterwards, victims
are forced to make many difficult decisions
— decisions no one should ever have to
make. As advocates who support survivors
of sexual violence every day, our role is
to ensure that individuals regain a sense
of control over their bodies, and the situ-
ation, and provide them with options and
choices. Those choices include whether to
disclose their assault, make a police report,
and receive a sexual assault forensic exam
or other healthcare to address the afteref-
fects of the rape, including pregnancy. A
survivor’s ability to make decisions that are
best for them is crucial to healing from the
trauma they have experienced.

Inastory in Sky News UK about the over-
turning of Roe v. Wade, a survivor named
Trish said, “Survivors have had all of their
decision-making taken away. We know how
important it is to get that decision-making
back. And this will just restrict it and make

See ABORTION LAWS, next page

ALSO IN THIS ISSUE

A Conversation With MaliaBennett .............................. 35
Case SUMMArIES .. ........ooiiiii i 37
Worth Reading . .......ooonii e 39
AEquitas’s Just Exits From Sexual Exploitation Initiative (Just Exits) . ... .... 92

© 2023 Civic Research Institute. Photocopying or other reproduction without written permission is expressly prohibited and is a violation of copyright.



Page 44

Sexual Assault Report

January/February 2023

SOUTHERN BAPTIST, from page 33

the local congregation.”® As noted below,
church autonomy played a role in the failure
of the SBC to protect children and adults
from sexual abuse.

Journalists’ Investigation of
Sexual Abuse Within SBC

In 2019, reporters from the Houston
Chronicle and San Antonio Express-News
published a series of articles on sexual
abuse within the SBC. The journalists found
approximately 380 clergy and other SBC
leaders and volunteers who were alleged to
have engaged in sexual misconduct impact-
ing more than 700 victims.” According to
these journalists:

Many of the victims were adolescents

who were molested, sent explicit pho-

tos or texts, exposed to pornography,

Caring Well Report

At the SBC annual meeting in 2018,
newly elected SBC president J.D. Greear
formed a “Sexual Abuse Advisory Group”
to “study both how Southern Baptists
are currently engaging these issues and
develop recommendations in consultation
with relevant SBC entities on strategies
and resources for ministering to victims
and protecting people and churches from
predators.”!! After a year of study and
conducting “listening sessions” with sur-
vivors of abuse, the “Caring Well” report
was released in June of 2019.1?

The Role of Theology in
Contributing to or Preventing
Abuse

Many survivors informed the advisory

group that “abusers used theology as a
way to manipulate and silence them.”!3

There was a failure to “‘ask hard questions
of the perpetrator” and a failure “to require
him or her to address and take steps to repair damage
as a demonstration of repentance.”

photographed nude, or repeatedly
raped by youth pastors. Some victims
as young as 3 were molested or raped
inside pastors’ studies and Sunday
school classrooms. A few were adults
— women and men who sought pas-
toral guidance and instead say they
were seduced or sexually assaulted.®

Although the Houston Chronicle arti-
cles detailed the widespread scope of the
problem, issues of sexual abuse within
the SBC were detailed years earlier in
public materials. For instance, advocate
Christa Brown wrote about child sexual
abuse at the hands of an SBC minister
a decade before the Houston Chronicle
reporting. Brown wrote: “[The] blind-eye
do-nothingness of the many was ultimately
far more damaging that the dastardly deeds
of the one.”

Brown also pointed out the structure of
the SBC was often used as an excuse for
inaction: “Even when things go terribly
wrong, denominational leaders typically
wash their hands of the problem and invoke
Baptists’ congregationalist structure. ‘It’s up
to the local church,’ they say.”!?

For instance, one minister used the Biblical
account of David and Jonathon to “explain
that his sexual abuse was ordained.”!4
Another pastor told his victim that “God
had spoken to him and wanted the two of
them to have a ‘special relationship’” which
resulted in a year of sexual abuse.

The advisory group noted that “failures
have occurred in many ways” and specifi-
cally listed the following seven:

¢ Failing to adequately train our staff and
volunteers — on the national, state and
congregational levels — to be aware
of and respond appropriately to abuse;

 Using church autonomy improperly to
avoid taking appropriate action;

« Failing to care well for survivors of
abuse;

Failing to take disclosure seriously and
to believe the survivor;

e Failing to report abuse to civil
authorities;

» Recommending suspected perpetrators
to new employment;

Promoting political, institutional, and
congregational leaders whose language

and behavior glorifies mistreatment of
women and children.'

As aresult, the advisory group discussed
at length the need for theological reform
or at least an awareness of the role theol-
ogy often plays in the abuse of children.
Specifically, the report states: “We must
all be constantly examining not only how
we may have wrong theologies, but just as
much examining how predatory people can
use ‘right’ theologies too for awful ends.”!”

The advisory group noted several areas
in which poor theology contributed to the
abuse of children and adults. First, the
Caring Well report noted that the Biblical
teaching that all are created in God’s image
was undermined as a result of “neglect to
properly care for women, children, and the
least of these as modeled by our Savior
(Matt. 18:6; John 4:26).”'8

Second, the report noted the failure “to
grasp the depravity of sin and its conse-
quences” and concluded this failure resulted
in “minimizing sin” and labeling sexual
abuse as mere “mistakes” or “mess ups.”!?
This also resulted in “[b]laming those who
suffered abuse” through insensitive, even
cruel inquiries such as “What were you
wearing?"20

Third, the report noted a “misapplication
of confession, repentance, and forgiveness
of sin.”?! In an effort to “restore peace and
harmony,” the report found SBC clergy
and others had “rushed through” the need
for repentance and that this often served
“the interests of the perpetrator over the
person who has suffered abuse at his or her
hands.”?2 As a result, there was a failure to
“ask hard questions of the perpetrator” and
a failure “to require him or her to address
and take steps to repair damage as a dem-
onstration of repentance.”?* Moreover, the
theological misapplication of confession
and repentance resulted in a failure “to go
straight to civil authorities” and allow them
to conduct an investigation.

Fourth, the report stated the SBC had
“failed to understand the distinction
between the authority of the church and
that of the state.”?* Rather than adhere to
the Biblical command to “submit to the
authorities (Rom. 13:1-5),” the report found
that some in the SBC had tried to “cover up
or silence allegations of abuse” out of fear
this would “damage the reputation of the
church or of Christ.”?

Fifth, the report notes that church leaders
“often” responded to allegations of sexual

See SOUTHERN BAPTIST, next page
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abuse as if they were merely a “sin” such as
“having an affair” as opposed to the crime
they are.?0 As a result, child victims were
required to “confront the abuser” and were
asked or made to “accept an apology and
‘forgive and forget’” the crimes committed
against them.?’

Lastly, and particularly pertinent to the
SBC, the report noted the SBC doctrine of
church autonomy “has been misunderstood
in the context of sexual abuse within the
church.”?® The report noted that “leaders
in some churches have provided cowardly
cover for perpetrators and have claimed to
be dispensing mercy while withholding it
from victims . . .” In terms of reform, the
report stated that church autonomy “is a
valid reason that some things can’t be done,
but it is not a valid reason that nothing
should be done.”

Recommended Reforms

In addition to a theological house-clean-
ing, the Caring Well report also addressed
strategies for spiritual care of survivors,
developing a working relationship with
Children’s Advocacy Centers (CACs),
implementing policies for working with
accused offenders, and implementing con-
gregational education on abuse including
personal safety training for children.°
Since the publication of the report, the
SBC has developed training modules and
other resources to assist congregations in
implementing these reforms.3!

Guideposts Report

In 2021, “messengers” to the SBC con-
vention approved the appointment of a task
force to supervise an independent investi-
gation of the SBC executive committee’s
response to sexual abuse during the years
2000 to June 14, 2021. The task force hired
an organization called Guideposts which
issued a report dated May 15, 2022.32

The Guidepost investigators conducted
an extensive review of documents and inter-
viewed “approximately 330" persons.3?
However, Guideposts did not “affirmatively
contact survivors” but “engaged with survi-
vors based on their outreach . ..” As aresult,
only 22 survivors were spoken to as part of
this investigation.>*

The report concluded that, for nearly
two decades, “survivors of abuse and other
concerned Southern Baptists have been
contacting the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion (SBC) Executive Committee (EC) to

report child molesters and other abusers
who were in the pulpit or employed as
church staff” but that survivors and others
who reported “were ignored, disbelieved, or
met with the constant refrain that the SBC
could take no action” because of “church
autonomy — even if it meant that convicted
molesters continued in ministry with no
notice or warning to their current church
or congregation.”

The report singled out “a few senior
EC leaders” as well as “outside” counsel
for controlling the SBC response to these
reports. The report concluded these indi-
viduals “were singularly focused on avoid-
ing liability for the SBC to the exclusion of
other considerations.3® As a result, “many
reform efforts were met with resistance,

to provide permanent resources related
to the prevention and response of sexual
abuse including “continuing education and
research on the issue of sexual abuse,” and
recommends “safe space” training for all
SBC schools,*! and a “self-certification pro-
gram” which would allow SBC members
to know which churches are following best
practice — and which are falling short.*?
The report also suggests a “media plan”
to create awareness of sexual abuse which
may include an annual “survivor Sunday”
in which churches could create awareness
of abuse.*? Additionally, the report suggests
“a formal and permanent” memorial at
the SBC offices in Nashville “as a way to
publicly acknowledge mistakes in the past
and the SBC’s commitment to reform.”**

Particularly pertinent to the SBC,
the report noted the SBC doctrine of church
autonomy ‘‘has been misunderstood in the context of
sexual abuse within the church.”

typically due to concerns over incurring
liability.”3"

In furtherance of this aim, the report
cited evidence that victims were denigrated
including a chilling e-mail suggesting the
devil was using sexual abuse allegations
to stem the true work of the church. This
e-mail states:

This whole thing should be seen for
what it is. It is a satanic scheme to
completely distract us from evange-
lism. It is not the gospel. It is not even
a part of the gospel. It is a misdirec-
tion play. Yes, Christa Brown [a sur-
vivor] and Rachael Denhollander [a
survivor advocate] have succumbed
to an availability heuristic because of
their victimizations. They have gone
to the SBC looking for sexual abuse,
and of course, they found it. Their
outcries have certainly caused an
availability cascade . . . but they are
not to blame. This is the devil being
temporarily successful.?

Guidepost Recommendations

The Guidepost report contains approxi-
mately 30 pages of recommendations.
This includes a task force to “continue the
work of addressing sexual abuse.”3° The
report suggests an “administrative entity”

SBC Response to the Guidepost
Report

At the annual SBC convention in June of
2022, the SBC voted to support the creation
of a database to track offenders and the
creation of a new task force to study the
Guidepost report and make recommenda-
tions.*> Although some survivors consid-
ered the convention to be a turning point in
the sexual abuse scandal, others lamented
the SBC did not act more decisively. Christa
Brown wrote, “It’s better than nothing but
that’s such a low bar. And if that is all that’s
done even when such massive media is
mustered, that saddens me.”*#0

Lessons From the SBC Sexual
Abuse Crisis

There is no indication in either the Car-
ing Well or Guidepost report that SBC
seminaries or other educational entities pre-
pared clergy or other leaders to recognize
or respond to abuse. Rather, the emphasis
in the Caring Well report on addressing
theological shortcomings appears to be a
concession that neither the clergy nor the
laity were well educated on this subject
and thus were ripe to adopt the theological

See SOUTHERN BAPTIST, next page
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distortions used by many offenders to jus-
tify abuse.*’ Indeed, the report specifically
notes the failure to “adequately train” staff
and volunteers at all levels.*®

Given the toxic theological constructs
that played a role in the abuse of children
and adults, as well as in dismissing or
minimizing these crimes, it is curious that
neither report has a clear recommendation
for seminary reform. It is also troubling that
both reports focus only on sexual abuse and,
even then, primarily sexual abuse within the
church. This narrow focus may be because
sexual abuse within the church has been
the primary emphasis of journalists, but it
means that children being sexually abused

child was abused by clergy as opposed to
family members.’” The resulting spiritual
damage significantly increases the risk for
suicidal ideation or other mental health
challenges.>?

At the same time, research has consis-
tently found that a healthy sense of spiri-
tuality is an important source of resilience
which often mitigates the physical and emo-
tional harm of child abuse.>* Two scholars
summarize the research this way:

The research around religious and
spiritual coping shows strong and
convincing relationships between
psychological adjustment and physi-
cal health following trauma. Spiri-
tuality provides a belief system and
sense of divine connectedness that

A recent study found that the negative impact on a child’s
faith was four times greater when a child was abused by
clergy as opposed to family members. The resulting
spiritual damage significantly increases the risk for
suicidal ideation or other mental health challenges.

in the home may receive less protection.
Moreover, the reports do not address physi-
cal abuse, emotional abuse, torture, neglect,
witnessing violence or other forms of mal-
treatment. The weakness in this approach is
more fully discussed in the recommenda-
tions below.

Although the reports have a number of
suggested reforms that, if fully implement-
ed, would leave children and adults better
protected, the recommendations are more
narrowly focused than what many experts
recommend.*® As a blueprint for the SBC,
and for other faith communities seeking
to address child abuse in all its forms and
complexities, the following recommenda-
tions may be helpful.

1. Implement Seminary
Coursework on Child Abuse

Child abuse not only has a physical and
emotional impact,’® but also a spiritual
impact.’! The spiritual impact is particu-
larly pronounced when the person who
abused the child is a pastor, elder or other
faith leader. For instance, a recent study
published in the Journal of Child Sexual
Abuse found that the negative impact on a
child’s faith was four times greater when a

helps give meaning to the traumat-
ic experience and has been shown
over and over to aid in the recovery
process.>

Given these dynamics, every seminary
should have a required course which
instructs faith leaders to recognize and
respond to child abuse. Clergy must be
instructed as to the impact of child abuse
physically, emotionally, and spiritually.>®
Clergy must know how to minister to a
survivor in a trauma-informed manner,
and to coordinate spiritual care with
medical’’ and evidence-based mental
health care.”

It is encouraging that one SBC semi-
nary, Southeastern Baptist Theological
Seminary, in Wake Forest, North Carolina,
has implemented a child sexual abuse pre-
vention and response course and that this
course is mandatory.” It would be wise for
all SBC seminaries to implement similar
courses. However, we know from research
and experience that a child abused in one
way is often abused in multiple ways. We
also know that children abused in multiple
ways, known as “poly-victims,” often
display greater signs of trauma and are
often the easiest targets for abuse within

the church.®® Accordingly, it is critical
that these courses address all forms of
child abuse. A narrow focus on sexual
abuse leaves no room at the inn for most
abused children.

2. Implement Child Advocacy
Studies in Faith-Based
Undergraduate Programs

There is a large and growing body of
research that most mandated reporters and
other professionals who respond to child
abuse are poorly trained at the undergradu-
ate level and, as a result, often make criti-
cal errors.®! There is, however, a national
movement called Child Advocacy Studies
or CAST which has proven to significantly
improve the skills of future mandated
reporters and child protection professionals
in recognizing and responding to instances
of child abuse and neglect.®> CAST has
now been implemented in 91 undergraduate
and graduate programs across the country.
Since many colleges and universities are
faith-based, the faith community can play
acritical role in improving the child protec-
tion system by implementing CAST. More-
over, these better-educated child protection
professionals can be a powerful source of
trauma-informed responses at their faith
communities.

3. Child Protection Policies Must
Address All Forms of Abuse
and Must Address Abuse in
the Home as Well as in the
Faith Community

Although many faith communities do not
have any child protection policies,®® those
that do often focus narrowly on address-
ing sexual abuse within the church. This
leaves unprotected children abused in their
homes who may nonetheless be intersect-
ing regularly with the faith community in
myriad ministries. It also leaves unpro-
tected children who are physically abused,
emotionally abused, neglected, witnessing
family violence, or tortured.

As noted previously, most children who
are abused are violated in multiple ways
and children abused in the home are often
easy targets for sex offenders in the faith
community.®* Accordingly, policies that do
not focus on protecting all the children in
the faith community from all forms of abuse
are more likely to fail in protecting children
from any form of abuse.

See SOUTHERN BAPTIST, next page
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4. All Youth Ministers and
Volunteers Must Meet the
SAMHSA Standards for
Trauma-Informed Care

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration (SAMHSA)
has promulgated standards for trauma-
informed care. Every faith community
should adhere to these standards with a
particular emphasis on youth ministers,
volunteers and others who may be serving
children. Some faith communities have
been proactive in meeting these standards
in their youth ministries®> but most con-
tinue to fall short.

5. Develop Faith and Child
Protection Collaborations

Responding with excellence to child
abuse necessitates that faith leaders develop
working relationships with child abuse
experts. Nearly every community in the
United States is served by an accredited
Children’s Advocacy Center (CAC) which
provides evidence-based medical and men-
tal health services and coordinates multi-
disciplinary team (MDT) responses to child
maltreatment. CACs are often proactive in
child abuse prevention initiatives and can
add a wealth of resources for faith com-
munities. It is very encouraging that the
Caring Well report specifically encourages
developing stronger ties to CACs.

Although there are many opportunities
for effective faith and child protection col-
laborations, here are two examples. First,
the Office of Victims of Crime of the United
States Department of Justice has recog-
nized as a promising practice a program
called HALOS.%® Although the program
has unfolded in different states under dif-
ferent names,% the concept is the same:
develop working relationships with local
child protection agencies so that the faith
community can help maltreated children
who have a need the government cannot or
will not provide.®®

In one case, for example, a child was
sexually assaulted in her bedroom and, as
aresult, wanted a different bed, and a new
apartment that did not trigger memories of
the rape. In that case, faith leaders provided
anew bed and helped the family get out of
its current apartment lease and find new
housing. As illustrated by this example,
HALOS is a simple concept that meets the
needs of maltreated children, educates faith
communities about those who are hurting,

and witnesses our faith through service to
children.

Second, several national child abuse
experts have argued for the need to develop
specially trained chaplains who can work
with local medical and mental health pro-
fessionals in addressing the spiritual needs
of maltreated children.%® In a 2017 study,
researchers documented how often abused
children raise spiritual or religious ques-
tions during forensic or investigative inter-
views.”® Questions may include:

obligation to care for children in need — a
theme found in the sacred texts of nearly
all faith traditions.”? If faith traditions did,
indeed, focus on their moral obligations
to children, most reforms would fall into
place naturally. Moreover, there would no
longer be a narrow focus on preventing only
the type of sexual abuse which may result
in bad publicity or a lawsuit. Instead, faith
communities would act to protect all the
children entrusted to them from whatever
form of abuse endangers them.

Many experts comment on the perceived need of staff
and volunteers to protect the institution above all else.
While this certainly is a contributing factor to the failure
to address abuse, we often pay little attention to the role
insufficient seminary training and continuing education
play in permitting abuse to thrive at significant levels.

“Am I still a virgin in God’s eyes?”’

“I prayed and prayed for the abuse to
stop but it never did. What does that say
about God or me or both?”’

“I'have alot of hatred. I want to get even
with the people who have hurt me. Is it
sinful to inflict pain on the people who
have been so cruel to me? What does
God have to say about anger?”7!

The researchers noted the potential value
of faith communitiesssuprasuprasss col-
laborating with other child protection pro-
fessionals in addressing questions such as
these. It would, though, require meaningful,
evidence-based education for both faith and
child protection leaders to develop these
collaborations.

Conclusion

When discussing abuse within insti-
tutions, many experts comment on the
perceived need of staff and volunteers to
protect the institution above all else. While
this certainly is a contributing factor to the
failure to address abuse, we often pay little
attention to the role insufficient seminary
training and continuing education plays
in permitting abuse to thrive at significant
levels. This is remarkable given that theo-
logical distortions often play a central role
in offenders justifying their crimes and
church leaders in justifying inaction.

There is an emerging “child theology”
movement’? which focuses on the moral
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