

Policy for Ethical Conduct and Boundaries by Persons in Positions of Religious Leadership

I. Introduction

Most people assume that Christians in positions of religious leadership will conduct themselves in an ethical manner.  Indeed, for the most part, religious leaders do conduct themselves in ways that honor their Lord, Jesus Christ, and respect God’s children whom they serve.  That this is true is a sign of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the community of the church.

Still, as much as we rely on the prompting of the Holy Spirit to guide our ways and to prevent us from error, it is appropriate for the councils to describe in some detail the nature of the ethical conduct they expect, the efforts they will take to maintain these standards, and the procedures they will use when these standards are violated.  This Policy will serve as such a description for the session of ______________________.

While we are gratified that most persons in positions of religious leadership do conduct themselves in ethical ways most of the time, we acknowledge that from time to time it is necessary and appropriate for the session to respond to incidences of ethical misconduct.  In cases of church discipline, that disciplinary process exists not as a substitute for the secular judicial system.  Church discipline is the church’s exercise of authority given by Christ, both in the direction of guidance, control, and nurture of its members and in the direction of constructive criticism of offenders. 


Ethics and Boundaries in Religious Leadership

Persons in positions of religious leadership, whether those in ordered ministries or staff members are expected to uphold higher standards. When a person is called by God to service, it is important for s/he to model the values of the discipleship of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Even more so, as one who has been put in a position of trust, the responsibility for maintaining appropriate boundaries in interpersonal relationships must be maintained by the religious leader.  Boundaries in this policy refer to the limits that allow for a safe connection between persons in positions of religious leadership and those they lead and serve.   

Understanding appropriate boundaries can help manage the difficulties inherent to a person in position of religious leadership.  The nature of the responsibilities of religious leaders engaged in ministry within the congregation and the community will put the person in relationship with others that may require definition and enforcement of appropriate boundaries in order not to confuse or conflict with the pastoral role and to be “beyond reproach” in witness to the larger community.  Expectations for boundaries in personal and professional conduct exceed the minimum of civil and criminal laws or even ecclesiastical policies (sexual misconduct, child/vulnerable adult protection, etc.).

Clearly establishing limits may permit both ethical and safe connections between religious leaders and those they are called to serve.  Personal and professional boundaries may need to be established proactively or within a context to prevent any possibility of unethical conduct or allegation.  Some of these areas may include, but are not limited to:

· Misuse of power, authority or position
· Social media use
· Financial responsibility and accountability
· Interpersonal interactions that are physical, emotional or romantic
· Receiving/giving gifts and honoraria
· Confidentiality

Each religious leader should seek to act with personal and professional integrity in a “manner worthy of the gospel.”  Ethical values and conduct should be considered not in isolation, but in conversation with trusted colleagues in ministry.  In those ways, taking into account potentially harmful consequences may be evaluated not merely as an individual or personal preference.  A comprehensive and definitive set of rules may not be established for every context, situation and relationship.  However, this should not preclude the necessity of religious leaders in making and determining healthy and faithful boundaries to which they are accountable to their colleagues in ministry both in and outside the congregation. 

Therefore, persons in positions of religious leadership should stay attentive to the appropriate boundaries and continually work to ensure the prevention of ethical misconduct in service to others and to our Lord Jesus Christ.  Education, awareness and shared accountability are the best measures of preventing ethical misconduct.  Toward this end, the session of _________________ will:


1. Require background clearances for all pastors, staff members and those serving with children or vulnerable adults.

2. Have those participate in religious leadership acknowledge receipt of this policy in writing.

3. Provide for mandatory in-service training on ethical conduct, boundaries and on sexual misconduct prevention for persons in positions of religious leadership at least every three years.  (Such training will be open to members as well. 

4. Remind members of their responsibility to maintain ethics and boundaries practices as well with each other. 

5. Serve as a resource to the membership relating to matters of ethical conduct and what can be done to reduce misconduct.

6. Maintain a list of counselors, attorneys, conflict managers, insurance advisors, child advocates, and personnel management professionals to serve as advocates.

7. Review the church’s insurance and liability policy for sexual misconduct coverage. 
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Acknowledgment of Receipt and
Agreement to Abide by the Terms of 
the Ethical Conduct Policy 










I, __________________________________________, hereby acknowledge that I have received and read the policy entitled "Policy for Ethical Conduct by Persons in Positions of Religious Leadership." I understand this is one of the policies that articulate and measure my ethical and professional conduct as I serve within the ______________________. 

I hereby accept this policy as definitive for certain areas of my conduct as I serve within this congregation, while acknowledging that it is not all-inclusive. I also understand that this document is subservient to the Book of Order, policies and/or decisions of the Presbyterian Church, USA. 

Thus, I, ___________________________________________, hereby commit myself to honor and abide by the stipulations of this policy. 

I also understand and accept that I will participate in boundaries and ethics training at least every three year as one component of my professional development. 

Date: ____________________________________________

Signed: _________________________________________________________________
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