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Executive Summary 

Purpose Statement—Mitigating serious concerns often involves some form of triage. The word 
triage, which comes from the French word trier and means “to sort,” entered the international 
medical lexicon during WWI. Used to describe the orderly management of war injuries, triage 
described the challenge that medical personnel had in making quick and difficult decisions for 
saving lives and for releasing minimally wounded back to the battle. 

It is not uncommon to hear of business or organizational triage. For critical situations in churches, 
a form of high-stakes and quick management is sometimes necessary when someone identifies 
themselves as a victim or witness to some form of harm(s). These situations require responses 
based on knowledge and wisdom that comes from experience. Therefore, it is imperative that 
competent individuals are pre-identified and protocols are preestablished for handling serious 
concerns. This paper calls attention to the need to identify capable mitigators and invest in 
proactive measures, and it provides a basic roadmap rooted in a blend of law, biblical principles, 
and time-tested wisdom. 

Fictionalized Examples of Serious Concerns—three stories are used to demonstrate the need for 
a known, accessible, and impartial mitigation process. These relatively common situations in 
contemporary Christianity are meant as proxies for discussions among groups of readers. 

Prologue—over the last decade it has become increasingly apparent that large and multisite faith 
organizations are not immune to the disorders that confound correspondingly hierarchical secular 
organizations, which can put congregants, children, and employees at risk. A brief introduction to 
the development of the LAICC Resiliency System and this paper is presented in the context of 
external and internal events. 

Proactive Measures—there are seven forward-thinking subjects that could be categorized as 
methods and processes for improving the chance of reducing or capturing serious concerns. 

Biblical and Common-Sense Conventions—the presuppositions of this paper are that the 
Matthew 18 process for rectifying commonplace wrongdoings is not the sole text for addressing 
scandals and might not be applicable when there are not multiple witnesses. Problem-solving 
processes without multiple witnesses require inquiry approaches that rely on personal history and 
the preponderance of evidence. Jesus distinguished hurts, including the kind that can instantly be 
overcome, such as a slap, or confiscation of a shirt, or an inconvenient compulsory favor (Matthew 
5:38-42). For the purposes of this paper, the focus is on hurts that rise to the level of harm, either 
singular events or systemic harms that require objective eyes.  

A Roadmap—a flexible and strategic planning technique is presented that provides church 
officers, the board of directors, administration, ministry staff, congregants (and sometimes even 
outsiders) a way to enter or track main milestones when a congregation finds itself encountering a 
serious concern. 
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Fictionalized Examples of Serious Concerns 

The mitigation of the following situations can be examined from two perspectives: what happens 
when there are and when there are not suitable roadmaps. These episodes are crafted from real 
situations both inside and outside the International Churches of Christ. 

 

The Lampstand Christian Church 

The Lampstand Christian Church was launched over thirty years ago, and founding pastor John 
Wilkins is still leading, though he just announced his retirement at the end of the year. There is a 
strong fraternal “insider” dynamic in the leadership, and a decision was made that John’s son Mark 
will succeed him as senior pastor and preaching minister. 

In the early years the LCC tended to solve problems quickly and justly. As it grew and developed 
leaders and increased the size of the staff, LCC leadership complied with recommended safety 
guidelines for children’s ministry and youth and handled well the management of donations and 
property. Everything was in place, fitting with the laws of the land. But over time it was felt that 
people close to the founder were allegedly favored, especially in conflicts. 

At one point, a longstanding, well-respected board member, Jason Smith, confronted Mark 
Wilkins about alleged reckless behaviors (i.e., intimidation and veiled threats) and excessive 
financial benefits he received that were not communicated to the board for what they were. For 
over five years the younger Wilkins was compensated for a home, under dubious description and 
reasons, that had dramatically increased in value. The conversation quickly escalated to a point 
when Wilkins said, “The LCC will be my church.” 

When Jason could not seem to get straight answers from the board chairperson, from the board’s 
deacons, or from the elders, some of whom also seemed to be in the dark, the matter was destined 
to become the most serious situation in the history of the LCC. Jason wondered if the financial 
coverup might lead to implicating others. He sent a confidential letter to the elders, the board, and 
the senior pastor.  

 

The Central City Church 

The church in Central City has had a checkered history of transition, crisis, and power struggles. 
The leadership was desperate to find a new minister after a long spiritual drought. The current lead 
minister, Steven Jacobs, would only take the job if all the elders, staff, and board members would 
resign or be reverified (i.e., handpicked by him). Within two years, nearly everyone in key roles 
was a new loyalist, except for Everett Johnson, a board member, and Brad Davis, a longstanding 
staff member. 

The church experienced growth through a uniform approach at the direction of Jacobs. The growth 
was questionable, not really reflecting the demographics of the area. Central City was an up-and-
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coming region for technology with a strong presence from extensions of Silicon Valley companies, 
NASA contractors, and artists. The combination of engineers and artists meant that people who 
were trained in critical thinking or who thought outside the box as part of their craft found 
themselves at odds with Steven Jacobs and his ministry philosophy. 

There was a sense of a watchful eye in the CCC over contribution, attendance, volunteerism, and 
bringing guests to church, even though heavy-handed accountability had left a scar from a previous 
era, long before Jacobs. Jacobs even kept a “baseball card” for each staff person that kept track of 
their contribution to growth and included a grade for personal loyalty to him. Brad Davis objected 
and felt bullied and manipulated by the way his low grade was reported. The messaging of “We 
need to be unified” was heavily emphasized in the congregation through sermons and classes. 
When Covid-19 hit, many members began tuning in on Sunday morning to different churches in 
the same association of churches, but also to other faith traditions as well. The CCC was at risk of 
losing its grip on the younger generation. 

Some of the sermons over Zoom seemed to be subtly aimed at alleged dissenters. In a few cases, 
enough details were given that it was clear to many in the congregation the names of the people 
who irked Steven Jacobs—Everett Johnson and Brad Davis. Both men and their wives previously 
had great reputations in the community. Meanwhile, stories emerged about Jacobs’s legacy of 
being domineering in previous ministries. After Johnson and Davis separately and privately 
expressed their concerns about Jacobs being overly demanding, he and some of the elders warned 
the two men publicly for being divisive. Subsequently, Brad Davis was fired, and Everett Johnson 
was removed from the board. Davis sent a grievance letter to the administrator that included a 
specific charge of public slander against Jacobs and the two elders, who had provided no evidence 
of divisiveness. 

 

The Capital City Church of Christ 

Derrick Gunn had a way with crowds, especially college students and young staff. Gunn 
established a reputation as an inspiring speaker, author, all-around athlete at church events, and 
conference organizer. He was the visionary behind a multisite church throughout Capital City and 
helped develop youth programs and camps. 

When Gunn was young, he got into a sexual relationship with a girlfriend, which eventually broke 
up. While leading at camp he became promiscuous with a fellow worker, a girl his age. He dated 
other girls and eventually married a woman named Sharon. There were no more reported cases of 
sexual contact. But during church retreats, when Sharon was home with young children, there were 
rumors of Derrick giving and receiving massages with staff women, flirting that involved throwing 
girls in a swimming pool, and the occasional kiss on the cheek. On one occasion, an intern, 
Veronica, was invited to Gunn’s hotel room for “mentoring.” Derrick and Veronica greeted each 
other with a hug that lasted nearly a minute. She excused herself and left the retreat, humiliated. 
Similar encounters on other occasions occurred with her and others. A few of the women 
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complained to the elders, who conducted internal investigations and concluded that there were 
misunderstandings, misinterpretations, etc. These matters were handled quietly. A few who had 
expressed their grievances moved away. 

The women who stayed part of Capital City Church were eventually married, and they shared their 
experiences with their closest friends and husbands. In late 2017 the MeToo stories in Hollywood 
gave women the opportunity to speak up and brought greater understanding for the men in their 
lives. By early 2018 it came out on a blog that there were nearly a dozen women identified in a 
letter to CCC elders, asking for an investigation into Derrick Gunn’s behavior, as well as how the 
elders and the board had handled the complaints. One of the contributors to the blog sent an open 
letter to the greater affiliation that the CCC was a member of, asking for an independent inquiry. 
A popular and longtime friend of the Gunns insisted that the elders and board take this matter 
seriously. 
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Prologue 

The genesis of this collaborative roadmap is straightforward. In recent years the leaders of the Los 
Angeles International Churches of Christ (LAICC) were increasingly motivated to improve how 
they managed problems that occurred in some of their satellite ministries. There had been 
significant developments that raised questions about intervening in ministries that were set up to 
operate much like separate churches. In particular, the questions usually surrounded 
authority/mandate, clarity on standards, response mechanisms, and resources when there was a 
serious issue of a leader’s behavior, decision-making, or mental health challenges. 

While consulting for the Ministry Leadership Council (MLC) on one of the situations, Steve 
Staten, a conflict mitigation consultant retained by LAICC, proposed developing a lessons-learned 
practice and user-friendly knowledge management mechanism to be used in the context of the 
congregation's values, story, and governing systems. The larger scope of what was called the 
LAICC Resiliency System (LAICC-RS) was preparation for current threats, future risks, new 
ideas, and sudden opportunities. 

In an inquiry process that lasted from May to September 2019, called Stage One – Design, a draft 
of the LAICC-RS was presented to the MLC at the same time the congregation was celebrating its 
thirtieth year. By that time, Steve had interviewed hundreds of members and reviewed every 
official document he could obtain. The documents contained the congregation’s story and major 
lessons-learned moments up until that time.  

Stage Two – Rehearsals was designed to augment the LAICC-RS through insights gained from 
physical workshops to be held beginning March 2020. These sessions, titled Anything Can 
Happen, were planned as introductions to the kinds of events that test the resiliency of a 
congregation, teaching theories and practice for achieving improved outcomes and employing 
role-plays based on real-life situations (hence rehearsal). Due to COVID-19, Stage Two – 
Rehearsals was converted to four Saturday webinars, each of which included fifty plus individuals 
on average across the regions, between May and August 2020. 

The timing of 2020 for the Anything Can Happen sessions, and even the name itself, seemed 
providential. The world was engaging in biological, social, and political pandemics that were 
astonishingly simultaneous. Meanwhile, the Christian world had a delayed reaction to the secular 
reckonings of #MeToo that had been feverishly confronting big names in the entertainment 
industry, in many companies, and in government since late 2017. It wasn’t only the sexual scandals 
that came out, but also alleged abuse of authority, bullying, and the misuse of funds. 

The webinar participants were introduced to the public developments of: 

• The Willow Creek Community Church, pillar of the Willow Creek Association, loosely 
comprising about 13,000 congregations from over 90 denominations and 45 countries 

• The Harvest Bible Chapel, leader of The Harvest Bible Fellowship, a global association 
that has planted more than 170 churches on four continents 
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• The Acts 29 Network with approximately 800 churches in its affiliation 

There were structural and relational connections between these institutions, just as there were in 
the televangelism misfortunes of the eighties. Those reckonings are comparable to the unraveling 
of long-hidden stories in the Roman Catholic Church, where multitudes of pedophilic priests had 
been provided protection from the law. The most emblematic story was the revelation of the 
coverups by Boston’s Cardinal Bernard Law. The Boston Globe’s 2002 coverage resulted in a 
tsunami of court cases, which was portrayed by the movie Spotlight. 

What do the uncovered scandals of a large parish in the Roman Catholic Church and more recent 
scandals of evangelical multisite churches, large churches led by charismatic founders, and 
parachurches have to do with the LAICC? It turns out that there is evidence of similar structural 
design flaws that can occur in many affiliations, including LAICC’s, that allow for issues to remain 
undealt with for long periods. 

For instance, the megachurch movement and most parachurch affiliations are relatively new, and 
some of them were outgrowths of radio/TV ministries that were beset with the same flaws. The 
pre-2003 International Churches of Christ, including the LAICC, know the defects all too well—
under-tethered leaders, lack of reliance on more objective outside investigations when needed, 
inadequate reporting of issues, and unclear policies and access to processes such as sufficient fail-
safes for reporting problems. The bottom line is that many congregations mirror traditional top-
down institutions that rely on a leadership persona and insular governance, whereas the apostolic 
model for church relied on open structures and clear processes and was more gifts driven. 

The portions of the Anything Can Happen webinars that focused on threats discussed these public 
cases and generalities of the challenges within the LAICC. On July 25, members Charles Bray 
(West LA), David Blenko (Coastal LA), Linda Smyth (Orange County), and Mike Dorner (North) 
led breakout sessions in which they presented best practices for mitigating threats when individuals 
or the congregation could be harmed; or if a harm had taken place, for ensuring the best response. 
Those four individuals, LAICC Human Resources Director Cindi Whitcomb, and Steve Staten 
began holding discussions. The combined background of our group provided a wide array of 
educational, personal, and professional experiences suitable for this discussion. 

It seemed best to develop a roadmap that was rooted in Scripture and cognizant of law and 
experience-based wisdom. It would serve as a way for ecclesiastical leaders, human resource 
directors, the board of directors, and average congregants to understand how serious matters are 
to be mitigated. At the onset, the group discussed Proverbs 3:4 (“Win favor and a good name in 
the sight of God and man”) and 2 Corinthians 8:21 (“taking pains to do what is right, not only in 
the eyes of the Lord but also in the eyes of man”). 
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Proactive Measures 

• Policies. Make all policies known and accessible: conflicts of interest, sexual misconduct, 
harassment, financial malfeasance, protection, discipline, confidentiality, and reporting. 

• Reporting Channels. Make known the proper channels for confidentially in bringing up a 
grievance, including anonymous reporting. 

• Resources. Make known the options for mitigation avenues to handle difficult issues, 
including capable mitigators in the church and outside resources. 

• Ongoing Leadership Training. Enhancing the board of directors and the pool of ministers, 
elders, and others who can serve. 

• Congregational Training. Instruct the congregation on how matters of misconduct will be 
handled through both teaching and a mock session (it should include when and how to 
report and escalate a matter). 

• Hiring Inquiries. Applicants for leadership positions must satisfactorily answer the 
following: “Describe and explain any current or past instance(s) of any action or omission 
by you that, if it occurred or came to light during your potential employment, could injure 
the operations or reputation of [the church]. If not applicable, state 'None.'”  

• Assessments. Commit to semiregular assessments about the leadership culture, including 
perspectives from outside the ministry staff. 

 

Examples of a Serious Concern 

• An escalated conflict gets out of hand and damages the reputation and livelihood of one of 
the individuals. 

• A minister has been found to be in a significant conflict of interest such as coercing staff 
members to rent from his properties. 

• A youth worker sexually violates a teen at church summer camp and there is strong 
suspicion that there are multiple victims. 

• Bullying occurs by a leader that creates a culture of fear and a work environment so 
intolerable that highly valued staff members quit. 

• A well-loved minister is accused of having an affair and is defiant as more women are 
coming forward. 

• A minister is accused of crossing the line of appropriate behavior, but their leadership circle 
comes to their support before independent inquiry occurs. 

• An escalated conflict that gets out of hand leading to seditious activity, polarization across 
multiple ministries, and plans to divide Christians 

• A minister who has been found to be in significant conflict of interests, revealing 
limitations of policies and a lack of enforcement of policies 
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• At-risk and seriously questionable behaviors of youth workers with underage youth 
• Bullying and/or manipulation from an influential member 
• Someone with a troubling history in previous churches who has moved in and become part 

of the ministry and is striving to move up through the channels of leadership while 
repeating earlier behaviors 

 

Biblical and Common-Sense Conventions 

There are prerequisite conventions or understandings that are necessary to establish. These have 
to do with a commitment to standard biblical process for one-another concerns when there are 
witnesses, the need for investigation and wisdom when there are no witnesses, and a recognition 
that there are differences in degree and type of wrongdoing. 

Appoint judges and officials for each of your tribes in every town the Lord your 
God is giving you, and they shall judge the people fairly. Do not pervert justice or 
show partiality. Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and 
twists the words of the innocent. Follow justice and justice alone, so that you may 
live and possess the land the Lord your God is giving you. (Deuteronomy 16:18–
20, NIV)  

One witness is not enough to convict anyone accused of any crime or offense they 
may have committed. A matter must be established by the testimony of two or three 
witnesses. (Deuteronomy 19:15, NIV)  

“If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between the two of 
you. If they listen to you, you have won them over. But if they will not listen, take 
one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony 
of two or three witnesses.’ If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the church; and if 
they refuse to listen even to the church, treat them as you would a pagan or a tax 
collector.” (Matthew 18:15–17, NIV) 

“Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit 
should restore that person gently. But watch yourselves, or you also may be 
tempted.” (Galatians 6:1, NIV)  

Do not entertain an accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two or three 
witnesses. But those elders who are sinning you are to reprove before everyone, so 
that the others may take warning. I charge you, in the sight of God and Christ Jesus 
and the elect angels, to keep these instructions without partiality, and to do nothing 
out of favoritism. (1 Timothy 5:19–21, NIV)  

Commonplace wrongdoings (Matthew 18). If a matter involves an alleged commonplace 
wrongdoing, and there are two or three witnesses, the situation should be resolved through the 
process outlined in Matthew 18. A commonplace wrongdoing would be slander, a lie, harshness, 
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or failure to honor an agreement. It is clear that these are commonplace sins because the only things 
needed to bring the matter to justice are earnestness, conversations, and witnesses to the offense. 
There is simply no escape from justice for a guilty party when there are multiple witnesses to the 
original offense. This four-step process (go and point out their fault, take one or two others along, 
tell it to the church, put them out of the church) has all the authority and process that is needed to 
bring closure, either through reconciliation or expulsion—as long as there are credible witnesses, 
not just an accusation. Processes when there are not sufficient witnesses require more sophisticated 
approaches. 

Insufficient-witness offenses. An offense without second or third witnesses is an entirely different 
matter than what Jesus described. A wrongdoing that involves a level of harmful breach of conduct, 
reaches the threshold of an illegal act, or might indicate a pattern of recurring behaviors is beyond 
the Matthew 18 witness-based resolution process. Ancient Israel also had offenses without 
witnesses or proof. 

King Solomon was called to rule on a situation in which a woman stole another woman’s baby, 
but each woman accused the other (1 Kings 3:16–28). Apparently, there was no evidence (pre–
DNA testing), and the matter was unresolved by an implied encounter between the real mother 
and the grieving mischievous mother. The king’s manner of discovering which woman was lying 
and which was telling the truth was ingenious. Insufficient-witness offenses can be discovered 
through: (1) ingenuous inquiry, (2) investigations that reveal previously unknown serious offenses, 
and (3) similar allegations without supporting witnesses coming from more accusers. 

Certain kinds of wrongdoings will never have the witnesses prescribed by Jesus’ words in 
Matthew, because the offenses involve clever isolation of perpetrator and victim. That doesn’t 
mean such perps get a pass. Experienced pastors, ministers, and consultants are aware that a 
victim’s attempt to “go and point out their fault, just between the two of you” with an abusive 
person puts him or her at further risk. Church officials should not use the lack of an attempt at a 
“just between the two of you” step or the lack of supporting witnesses to negate the accusation of 
a sin committed in private.  

Relatedly, we can be certain that the Apostle Paul didn’t write, “Do not entertain an accusation 
against an elder unless it is brought by two or three witnesses” with the intention of silencing 
victims from speaking up. By the same token, the Scriptures are clear that a conviction can’t occur 
on any alleged crime or abuse based on just one testimony. Insufficient-witness offenses can be 
resolved through careful investigations, wisdom, and time. 

Distinguishing a hurt from a harm. Jesus tells his disciples to treat some matters more lightly—
the physical infraction that doesn’t scar, the unjust confiscation of an item of one’s clothing, or 
someone imposing a burden of inconvenience (Matthew 5:38–42). The isolated things that hurt 
but can be readily overcome do not require major mitigation. But Jesus also describes the concept 
of wrongs that can have greater and lasting consequences, though he doesn’t provide a list.  
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“If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble 
(skandalon), 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. Woe to the world because of the 
things that cause people to stumble! Such things must come, but woe to the person 
through whom they come!” (Matthew 18:6–7, NIV) 

The word “scandal” comes from the word skandalon in Greek and contains the idea of a snare or 
a trap or a stumbling block that caused an individual to deviate from their set course, resulting in 
harm. The term “little ones” refers both to his disciples (Matthew 10:40–42) and to children 
(Matthew 18:1–6).  

There appears to be a continuum for hurts and harms. There are things that upset someone or hurt 
their feelings, or even cause some other form of hurt, that can be overlooked. There are relationship 
infractions that create problems and require discussion, correction, and some form of conciliation. 
But there is another category that Jesus calls his followers to be watchful about—the things that 
trip the young or an otherwise innocent adult, harming them in the process. Allegations involving 
harmful actions require wise judges, investigation, judgment, accountability, and action. 
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A Roadmap 

This flexible strategic approach imagines high-level accusations of harm involving a power 
differential when sexual, financial, or psychological abuses have occurred. The goal of mitigation 
is competence and objectivity in the pursuit of justice. 

This roadmap is not intended as a single mechanism to deal with every grievance or every conflict 
of interest. Additionally, not every matter described as a possible conflict of interest is serious, for 
example, questionable decisions or the failure to vet a decision when a decision-maker might 
possibly benefit from an outcome. An allegation described as a conflict of interest is serious when 
there is evidence of intent or deceit, or there is a violation of the law. Many less-significant matters 
can be solved through conversations and pointing the individual in error to policies. And some 
grievances that are not related to abuses, but instead are about fairness of compensation or other 
factors related to policies and standards, can be addressed by another measure. And finally, the 
following strategy will require modification when children and/or mental health are a component 
of the disorder. 

A roadmap is only of value with wide awareness of its existence; training and testing in its use; 
sound selection criteria for those overseeing spiritual, legal, and administration matters; and a 
culture that celebrates both accountability and humility. Capturing a serious problem traced to 
human behaviors is one aspect of a solid plan. There is also the concept of deterrence: the 
abundance of capable mitigators and a published roadmap tend to discourage poor conduct. 

Capable mitigators. A typical LAICC region has a principle or lead evangelist, some elders, and 
other mature individuals and couples who meet the criteria that Moses established for mitigating 
problems. They are to be wise, possess understanding, be respected, judge fairly, and act 
impartially (Deuteronomy 1:13–15, 16–18). Those who serve on the board of directors should also 
meet these criteria because of the burden of responsibility that their role entails. The benchmarks 
that the Apostle Paul describes for a deacon resemble the criteria that Moses mentioned for dispute 
handlers—being worthy of respect, not dishonest, and holding the truths of the faith with a clear 
conscience (1 Timothy 3:8–9). 

The capable mitigators identified among elders, evangelists, and board members (themselves 
presumably elders, deacons, or deaconesses) must have established basic competence through their 
character and experience, combined with formal or informal training or study. The LAICC can 
also utilize devoted Christians who are specialists who have received expertise through education, 
certifications, or the practice of their professions. Specialties include various forms of law, 
mediation, arbitration, human resources, and risk management. The church should be deliberate in 
making sure that there are capable mitigators across the demographical spectrum (generational, 
gender, and ethnic). This measure can help ensure that important decisions are not unintentionally 
filtered through a shared bias of a subgroup. 

There will be a question that a victim or witness asks that needs a quick and easy answer: “Who 
do I call to report my allegation or serious concern?” It is immensely necessary for individuals 
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who possess a concern to know who the designated capable mitigators are in their ministry and 
how to reach out to the board of directors. Situational triage begins when official mitigators are 
informed. 
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Roadmap Elements 

Start Here. An individual who sees, becomes aware of, or experiences an unreported harm will 
carry the weight of the decision to inform the appropriate party or parties. There should not be an 
additional burden beyond reporting and providing any supporting evidence. If the report is made 
anonymously, the source is not sought out, but the inquiry continues. If the individual openly 
reports to the appropriate channel, they are to receive suitable follow-up responses about the 
investigation and any actions taken. The receiver(s) of the matter is to ensure that the substance of 
the allegation is taken to distinct channels for weighing spiritual, legal, and history considerations. 
The accused should be informed of the general nature of the accusation. 

Spiritual. Allegations of sexual, financial, psychological, or physical harm are assertions with a 
spiritual component and should be formally reported to impartial ecclesiastical officers for the 
ministry—an elder/spouse and lead ministry couple, and one or two members recognized as 
capable mitigators. The exception would involve adultery when the directly involved parties have 
chosen to resolve the matter privately through confidential mediation and/or counseling and select 
their own pastoral help. If an elder or lead minister is accused of a scandal, the matter should be 
reported to another LAICC ecclesiastical figure in the same ministry or one nearby. To reduce the 
risks that accompany relational partialities, a congregational bylaw should state that the one 
receiving the complaint should be required to bring the matter forward into the Initial Inquiry 
phase, in which legal factors, individual histories, and other questions are considered by a formal 
inquiry team of capable mitigators. 

Legal. In matters where there are clear legal requirements such as mandatory state reporting of 
abuse against minors, the steps should be taken by the individuals most likely to engage with 
outside authorities. Other individuals who have the same information may separately report the 
issue to state authorities, but a representative from the LAICC board of directors should be made 
aware of the matter and contact proper legal channels about the allegation. 

History. Serious allegations are to be recorded, even if unproven or dropped. The reason has to do 
with the protection of possible future victims with the preponderance of evidence over time. It is 
less likely for guilty parties to evade accountability when all allegations are in view compared to 
when they are treated in isolation. 

The Scriptures are clear that accusations are not to be treated as true without the evidential 
testimony of at least two witnesses (Deuteronomy 19:15; Numbers 35:30; Matthew 18:16; 2 
Corinthians 13:1). This safeguard protects innocent individuals from being accused because of 
confabulated recollections (memory error, misinterpretations) or intentionally false reports, which 
can destroy a life. However, this stipulation can be abused by a perpetrator when there is not a 
second witness besides the victim. If, however, there were other violations, bad acts, or injustices 
reported by numerous individuals over time who don’t have supporting witnesses, the officers of 
the church possess the prerogative to treat multiple separate alleged victims as a collective witness. 
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In this way a preponderance of evidence can be utilized to identify perpetrators whose offenses 
have gone undetected.  

The primary distinction of managing a situation involving an employee of the LAICC is that the 
mitigators would make immediate contact with the chief operating officer and human resources 
director, the formal administrators for keeping track of staff histories. For the general membership, 
designated elders would be the usual custodians of histories. When an issue arises, it is appropriate 
for the chairperson of the board of directors or local elders to inquire about the histories of 
individuals provided they are officially operating within the framework of this roadmap. 

Initial Inquiry. When someone brings forth a serious accusation, there can be high stakes for the 
accused, accuser, mitigators, and congregation. By the time a matter has reached those who have 
spiritual and legal oversight, there are risks associated with communicating and not 
communicating. Perhaps the greatest risk to the just mitigation of a matter is operating based on 
assumptions and intuition formed from a relationship to the accused rather than a commitment to 
an impartial process. 

If a determination is made that the complaint warrants a formal investigation, three things should 
happen. First, develop a reasonably urgent timetable to ensure that the matter is not shuffled or 
forgotten, and concludes at a foreseeable time. Second, ask the investigator(s) what they need to 
begin their process. They will provide standard procedures and recommendations pertaining to 
those in official roles, which might include having them momentarily cease ministry 
responsibilities. And third, contact the party under investigation as well as notifying the accuser 
that an investigation is underway. 

The accused may admit the indiscretion, and the accuser may be pleased to let the focus become 
repentance and restoration under the care of the elders. Throughout this ordeal, mitigators should 
go to great lengths to protect the confidentiality, emotional and physical safety, and reputation of 
both the accuser and the accused. There might be no need to probe any further, with the matter 
being handled according to standing policies. But if there are differences in the facts stated, or 
other reasons to believe that the matter is unsettled or extends further than an adult perpetrator and 
an adult victim, then the inquiry should continue. 

The alleged incident includes variables—settings, timing, evidence, witnesses, and wellness 
conditions of the main individuals—regardless of whether the harm is of a sexual, financial, 
psychological, or physical nature. Some breaches consist of clear incidents, while others involve 
power dynamics and hidden dimensions. To be calm and deliberate it is important to identify the 
following: 

1. What do church policies state in relation to the allegation? Are the policies sufficiently 
clear? 

2. Who is the accused directly accountable to—i.e., supervisor, elder, or minister? 
3. What was the time(s) and location(s) of the matter at hand? 
4. What evidence or witnesses to the offense exist? 
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5. What is the initial response of the accused? 
6. Is there history about the accused that causes concern? 
7. If there is an adult victim, will he or she trust an inquiry by capable mitigators from within 

the congregation? If there is a child victim, will the parents trust an inquiry by capable 
mitigators from within the congregation? How will the parents feel about reporting issues 
to the mitigators, knowing that authorities require mandatory reporting? 

8. Is either the accuser or accused a staff member or person of great sway or influence over 
any of the elders, evangelists, or members of the board of directors? 

9. Is there a compelling reason to notify or not notify the congregation that an investigation 
will occur? 

 

Assign Oversight. Based on the questions above, a decision is to be made on whether the 
investigation will be internal, independent, or both, and whether or not to report to the congregation 
that an investigation will proceed. Due to the nuances of each situation, it is not wise to always 
recommend an internal investigation, or always choose an external investigation, or always 
publicize the fact that an investigation is occurring. That said, each kind of investigation tends to 
reveal different valuable information, and keeping the congregation informed on relevant 
information is a safeguard. 

Internal. Internal investigators could be a subset of members representing ecclesiastical and board 
authorities, and those well respected and capable of conducting a discreet inquiry. The internal 
team conducting the more thorough investigation might be the team that conducted the initial 
inquiry. While some people are distrustful of all internal investigations, it is possible that a named 
lead investigator who has built a reputation in the congregation on integrity and faithfulness will 
be broadly trusted by the parties. Oversight of an internal team of capable mitigators would benefit 
from at least one specialist familiar with proper investigations in fields associated with conflict, 
crisis, and risk such as a consultant, a mediator, or a law professional who conducts discovery. 

External. Religious affiliations often have external judiciary councils or peacemaking teams for 
the purpose of conducting investigations within their congregations. This approach is not always 
“external” because of the possibility that there are overlapping relationships between the council 
or team and the congregation. Appropriate distance can be confirmed by vetting the candidates. 
Depending on the personalities involved and the nature of the case, an external investigation might 
be desired. There are three degrees of detachment between an external team and the situation. 
Besides the greater and lesser potential of partiality and relationship ties, there are financial 
considerations with these options. 

• Reasonably distant—specially selected capable mitigators from within the regions that are 
far removed relationally and geographically from all the parties 

• Good distance—specialists from within the larger affiliation that are not in alignment with 
the main parties or the outcome 
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• Completely unknown—specialists from outside the affiliation 
Once a team(s) is identified they should be provided access to everything discovered by the initial 
inquiry, and the accuser (if not anonymous) and the accused should be notified of the 
investigation(s). 

Internal Investigation and Report. The wide array of circumstances that qualify as a serious 
concern include both events involving an offense and dynamics. An example of a serious event is 
sexual abuse that occurred on a certain date by a youth camp counselor. An event can be any 
alleged harmful infraction. 

A dynamic might be the way a certain leader has a habit of being punitive or intimidating toward 
those who disagree with him/her that makes it difficult for them to perform their obligations or 
duties to the organization. A dynamic might involve the subtle or overt mistreatment of individuals 
because of their gender, generation, race/ethnicity, or roles where a single infraction is not harmful 
per se, but the accumulation of the treatment can be seriously detrimental. A dynamic might 
implicate a wide array of individuals, even the entire community, who have normalized toxic 
behavior. 

An investigation can be about an event, a systemic dynamic, or both. The way an investigation 
will proceed can vary widely based on the nature of the allegation. If members of the overseeing 
team have limited investigation experience, they should consider immediately reading about the 
subject. Some of the main pitfalls include: 

• Believing or disbelieving an accusation too early 

• Sharing findings with people who are not part of the investigation team or other officials 
involved with the matter 

• Using weaknesses of members who report, outside whistleblowers, or victims to dismiss 
them or to discredit them to the rest of the team 

• Carrying information-gathering too far, to the point of violating privacy 
• Diagnosing the accused or accuser who has demonstrated behaviors or choices outside the 

social or acceptable norm 
Interviews. The team can have an array of sources: access to a whistleblower, alleged victim, 
alleged perpetrator, witnesses, and named potential witnesses around events. Questions should be 
tailored to the situation and demonstrate caring inquisitiveness rather than misgivings. If possible, 
it is best that interviews are conducted by two team members and questions of confidentiality are 
sorted out in advance. 

Surveys. When dealing with problematic dynamics (great turnover due to alleged abusiveness or 
bullying from a leader, or a toxic culture that transcends multiple leadership eras), a survey of 
current and former employees can be very helpful. The same practice can work for former 
members of a toxic church culture. In either case, the responders will want assurance of anonymity. 
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One of the goals of an investigation is to develop a narrative that describes the situation that existed 
prior to an event or emerging dynamic, and the beginnings of the problems, with main events on a 
timeline. 

Present a Report. The purpose of an internal report is to detail what can be confirmed as having 
happened or not happened, and what could not be confirmed. If there was a “witness dilemma,” 
which is when allegations are about an offense that occurred in private, but there is a 
preponderance of evidence supporting the complaint, then that also should be reported. 

The report is for the board of directors and ecclesiastical leadership of the MLC, and it should 
include observations and recommendations that encompass possible actions to be taken. 

One way that initial readers can determine that something was defective in the process at this point, 
such as that the members of the internal team were too close to the accused or possibly even 
handpicked, is to observe their level of protectiveness of the verdict. The temptation to protect the 
organization from reality, or a leader or other favored individual from accountability, is strong in 
cultures requiring a high level of loyalty. Many of the most tragic famous mishandlings of scandals 
between 2018 and 2020 were because of a “loyalty culture” wherein dissent is punished and the 
official stance regarding criticism is to discredit the critic, using spin, suppression techniques, and 
even intimidation.  

Investigation teams that embrace a “justice culture”1 will focus on facts, laws, and bylaws, using 
Scripture and wisdom from experience and precedent; and they are more concerned about the 
wholeness of the congregation and its members than its appearance. 

Determine Actions. If an external investigation was concurrent with or followed an internal 
investigation, it is important to compare the similarities and differences in the reports and 
especially to attempt to understand why there are differences. 

If a just process determined that the alleged offense did not occur, it is of no lasting benefit to 
attack the source. It is important to detail the steps taken to reach that conclusion. If an internal 
investigation came to a conclusion of innocence or uncertainty and there are further requests for 
outside investigations, then an outside investigation should be sought. 

If the internal investigation confirmed the allegations, the board and ecclesiastical leaders must 
decide which recommendations to follow. Due to the range of possible serious concerns, legal 
questions, the need for more consulting, the possibility of soliciting mental health specialists, and 
the desire of the accuser to have a conciliation or confrontation with the accused, the 
recommendation could conclude that discipline, arbitration, mediation, counseling, revising 
policies, or bringing a matter to the law are needed. 

 
1 A “justice culture” is not to be confused with the term “just culture.” The first expression is about principle, and the 
second phrase describes a risk management concept which emphasizes that mistakes are often a product of faulty 
organizational cultures, rather than solely brought about by the person or persons directly involved. It is most familiar 
in aviation, healthcare and other fields where physical safety is a major priority. 
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If internal and/or external investigations concluded that the congregation was beset by cultural 
factors that normalized bad behaviors or systemic factors that prevented it from mitigating its own 
issues, then there should be a decision to report this finding to the congregation. You can't fix what 
you don't acknowledge. Fixing usually involves more outside assistance, further introspection, and 
situation-specific approaches. 

Full Disclosure and Follow-Up. The need for full disclosure is vital. First let’s discuss what full 
disclosure of the investigation into a serious matter is not. Full disclosure doesn't mean recklessly 
throwing caution to the wind by putting every specific deed of someone’s personal life on display 
or placing all church records on the internet for all to see. Also, it is possible to victimize listeners 
by lack of discretion or to paint a distorted picture by revealing the full details of an offense but 
not disclosing any necessary context that puts the organization in a bad light. 

The purpose of full disclosure is to explain a harm that happened, give the context of how it 
happened, make sure it doesn’t happen again, help others learn from it, and provide assurance for 
some and warnings for others. 

Full disclosure usually happens in a congregational meeting, an invitation-only virtual meeting, or 
through a letter. The opening will usually include Scriptures, prayer, and comments that set up the 
context for the situation being disclosed. It will lead into how a serious concern was introduced to 
the leadership and how that led to the current moment. For each situation, full disclosure will mean 
the most salient details for: 

A sexual offense—naming the offender, the sin, the circumstances (first occasion, 
frequency, length of time), and the victims (if they wish to be identified), but not the 
titillating details, which are impossible to unhear 

An act of financial malfeasance—naming the offender, the sin, the kind (theft, gambling 
other people’s money), the amount, the circumstances, and the victims (if they wish to be 
identified) 

Other abuses—naming the kind (bullying, control, intimidation, purposely damaging 
reputations) and the consequences to those affected 

For each of the above situations, all complicity (whether intentional or by neglect) elsewhere in 
the congregation should be identified. There are also situations in which harm is done by an 
environment that the main influencers and most of the congregants don’t perceive. When people 
are harmed by the environment, full disclosure for cultural or systemic problems will mean: 

Cultural problems—naming a celebrity culture, performance or achievement culture, or 
loyalty culture, or corporate or business culture 

Systemic problems—naming the seriously deficient or absent processes for resolving 
conflict, appointing or removing leaders, mitigating discipline, and addressing concerns 

Both systemic and cultural problems lead to discouragement, bad decisions, turnover, and 
hemorrhaging longstanding members. Often the most harm happens to the individuals who point 
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them out—shaming, termination, and excessive discipline. Not all systemic issues are caused by 
serious sin. A poor hiring, termination, or other decision-making process in which communication 
was mishandled can lead to harm because those who managed it were not competent or sufficiently 
experienced. These learning opportunities also benefit from full disclosure. 

Ownership. A leader(s) who bears responsibility and is complicit in any way in the serious situation 
being discussed can begin the healing process by openly acknowledging the harm done to the 
victim or victims, confessing fault and expressing sorrow, identifying personal steps of repentance, 
and asking for forgiveness. A leader who is new to the congregation and was not a complicit source 
of the problem can convey sorrow and express ownership of the next steps.  

Tell Steps. Congregants will want to know what steps are going to be taken. The specifics will vary 
based on where the problem began, the nature of the offenses, who had oversight, what the law 
and church policies require, and so on. Typical steps include more inquiries, further training for 
leadership, revisiting policies and practices, and improved alignment, which means getting the 
right people in roles that will bring greater assurance.  

When the issues are so great that many in the congregation are complicit in errant behaviors, it is 
a wise practice to consider measures that will lead members to their own responses such as 
confession and repentance. 

Whenever Possible, Affirm the Truthteller(s). It can be difficult to be a truthteller in churches. 
There is usually some form of felt or real risk that makes it difficult to speak up. The teen who 
tells on his or her camp counselor; the staff member who feels their superior has been a bully, 
surrounds himself with yes-men, and publicly disparages his critics; and the seasoned church 
member on a finance committee who sees irregularities and conflicts of interest in a leader’s 
decision-making. A serious concern that turns into an investigation, disclosure, and necessary 
changes must begin somewhere, and the first step of speaking up requires courage. Often people 
don’t bring things up perfectly or they might even make a matter worse by the way they handle 
themselves. Nevertheless, if what they have revealed is true, they should be commended for 
speaking up. 

Follow-Up. Again, the situations that led to using this flexible roadmap will vary greatly. The 
congregation will benefit from updates on how victims have been engaged with and how they 
responded, when offenders are experiencing redemption, and the outcome of the announced steps 
that were taken. A lack of follow-up will be interpreted differently by different people. Some will 
think everything is kosher, while others will think the matter was not taken seriously. Commit to 
periodic reports to ensure ongoing transformation. 
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Closing 

There are three things that will help the LAICC become more resilient when it comes to serious 
concerns that have both spiritual and legal repercussions. 

First, make sure the policies and human resource documents communicate the expectation that 
employees, board members, and those in offices of authority must fully cooperate with an 
investigation, whether it is internal or external.  

Second, from time to time, conduct training for high-risk situations involving serious allegations. 
A role-play is one form of training. Analyzing a highly documented event in a workshop is another. 
Assigned reading along with breakout discussions is also useful. 

And third, following each serious matter, conduct an after-action review and release a report with 
identities removed to the main protectors of the church.  
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