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I.   Safe Congregation Principles 
 

A.   The Unitarian Universalist Church in Reston (UUCR) is committed to providing a safe 
and welcoming environment supportive of personal and spiritual growth.  This church 
recognizes the right of its ministers, employees, contractors, members, and guests to have 
an environment free of interpersonal violations such as harassment and abuse. Such 
misconduct would include abuse or harassment of a physical, psychological, or sexual 
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nature. (This document addresses only abuses of a sexual nature, and only of adults.  The 
prevention of abuse of children is the subject of other UUCR Policies and Procedures.) 
 

 B.   Harassment and abuse are not the fault of the victim.  A person who has been 
harassed or abused needs support, empowerment, and a structure that provides the 
opportunity for an effective, safe and prompt response to his or her complaint. We 
understand that harassment and abuse may be unintentional and arise through 
miscommunication or lack of awareness, but, in any case, are unacceptable and must be 
addressed. 

 
 C.   When unacceptable behaviors or the perception of unacceptable behaviors occur, the 

two individuals can sometimes resolve the situation themselves through direct discussion.  
Since this direct approach is not always appropriate or possible, or when individuals or 
groups are unable to resolve uncomfortable situations, the Safe Congregation Committee is 
to be consulted as a means of safely and effectively resolving such situations. 

 
II.   Terms  

Introduction:  Two principal forms of interpersonal violation are sexual harassment and 
abuse.  Definitions of these and other important terms are provided below.1  If an individual 
feels his/her personal safety or emotional comfort has been violated in this congregation by 
a behavior or form of sexual misconduct that is not specified here, s/he may still file a 
complaint with the Safe Congregation Committee.   

 
Abuse:  Actions causing physical, emotional or psychological damage to another person, 
usually in the context of a power imbalance between the victim and the abuser. 
 
Boundary:  The perimeter of a rule or a generally accepted norm governing relationships 
between people.  In this document, crossing of sexual boundaries is defined as: 
 (a)   Sexual innuendoes 
 (b)   Inappropriate touching 
 (c)   Exposing or inappropriately touching oneself 
 (d)   Unwelcome advances or requests for sexual favors 

 (e)   Sexual relations between a minister and a member or friend of the congregation 
    under any circumstances (except where that friend is the minister’s spouse or  
    partner) 

  (f)   Sexual relations with a minor under any circumstances 
 
Sexual Abuse:  The misuse of the power differential inherent in a minister or church staff 
member's position of moral authority or relationship of trust, through sexual misconduct. 
 
Sexual Harassment:  The misuse of the power differential inherent in a minister or church 
staff member's position of moral authority or relationship of trust, through unwelcome 
sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, or verbal or physical conduct of a sexual 
nature.  Sexual harassment also includes unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual 
favors, or verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature by one congregant toward another. 

                                                
1 Definitions are based on ones used in Restorative Justice for All – Unitarian Universalists 
Responding to Clergy Sexual Misconduct – Report of the Safe Congregations Panel to the UUA, 
2002. http://www.uua.org/cde/csm/index.html 
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Sexual Misconduct:  The crossing of a defined sexual boundary by a minister or staff 
member with a member of the church community, in violation of the Code of Professional 
Ethics of the Unitarian Universalist Ministers' Association (UUMA) or other professional 
body to which the minister is subject and/or in violation of UUCR's Safe Congregation 
Policies & Procedures. 

 III.  Safe Congregation Committee  

A.   Policy:  The UUCR Board shall appoint and maintain a Safe Congregation Committee 
charged to ensure that the principles, policies, and procedures outlined in this document 
are followed and updated as appropriate.  The committee will serve as a panel to consider 
complaints of sexual misconduct, including sexual harassment and sexual abuse, that arise 
within the congregation. 

 
 B.   Procedures: 
 
 1. Committee Composition 
 
 The Safe Congregation Committee shall comprise five members consisting of the Minister; 

a Board member; and three members of the congregation, each of this last group 
appointed to serve for three years.  The terms of office of the three non-Board members 
shall be staggered so that only one member will be replaced each year.  The five will 
include at least two women and two men, and replacements will be appointed by the Board 
as necessary or as terms expire.  

 
 2. Committee Functioning 
 
 The  committee shall handle complaints according to the following guidelines: 

 
   a)  All complaints shall be given prompt and fair consideration. 
 

b)  Persons presenting complaints shall be free of coercion, restraints, interference, 
discrimination, or reprisal. 
 
c)  The Safe Congregation Committee shall act with sensitivity, objectivity, and fairness 
in handling these complaints.  A member of the Committee shall recuse him/herself 
from committee proceedings on a complaint if he/she is (1) the individual raising the 
complaint, (2) the subject of the complaint, or related to (1) or (2).     
 
d)  Decisions of the Committee must reflect a supporting vote of at least three persons, 
one of whom must be the Minister or the Board member; if the accused is the Minister, 
the Minister will be replaced on the Committee by the Board President. 
 
e)  The Committee will, from within its membership, appoint a chairperson and a  vice-
chairperson, the latter to preside if the chairperson is unavailable. 
 
f)  A complaint can be made orally or in writing to any member of the Safe 
Congregation Committee. 
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g)  Except under extenuating circumstances, the Committee shall meet within ten days 
of the complaint being made, and shall make every effort to issue a decision within ten 
days of its first meeting.  (At any point in the process, the Committee may determine 
that it is not the appropriate body to address or deal with a specific complaint.) 
 
h)  If the Committee's recommendation involves any disciplinary action against the 
offender, the Committee shall make that recommendation to the Board.  Remedies 
recommended to the Board may include disciplinary action up to and including 
termination.  If no disciplinary action is involved, the Committee's decision can close 
the complaint process.  If the Board approves a disciplinary action, the cause for the 
action and the resulting disciplinary action itself will be reported to the congregation in 
the members only section of the UUCR website and, at the Board’s discretion, by other 
means. 
 
i)  A written record of the Committee’s proceedings shall be maintained. Unless 
otherwise required, this confidential record shall only be accessible to the Safe 
Congregation Committee members, the Board, and the Minister.  Access may be 
further limited if the complaint involves any of these parties.  
 
j)  Records of complaints and Committee proceedings will be securely maintained, in 
hard copy form, and permanently (1) in an employee’s personnel file; or (2) in the 
Committee’s files. 
 

  k)  Complaints of ministerial or staff sexual misconduct or abuse will be considered by 
the Committee without regard to the length of time that has transpired since the 
alleged behavior occurred.  Even if no remedial action can be pursued, the Committee 
shall investigate such complaints and, if credible, should respond appropriately, based 
on the ongoing needs of the complainant and the health of the congregation. 

 
  l)  The rights of both the complainant and the accused must be respected.  (1) The 

complainant has the right for her/his complaint to be dealt with in a timely manner, to 
be informed about procedures and the outcome/resolution of the complaint, and to be 
offered an advocate to accompany her/him to the proceedings.  (2) The accused has 
the right to a written statement of the complaint, the right to respond to the complaint in 
writing or in person, and the right to be accompanied by a person of his/her choosing 
to all proceedings. 

 
  m)  To help ensure a safe environment at UUCR, the Board will ensure that copies of 

this Policies and Procedures document are distributed to all staff, all Board members, 
and all committee chairs (standing and ad hoc) in September of each year; shall be 
posted on the church website; and shall be made available in written form on request. 

 
  n)  All proceedings of the Safe Congregation Committee will be conducted with  

confidentiality regarding the identities of the complainant or advocate and of the 
accused; and regarding the details of the complaint and other identifying information, 
except when such information is required in reporting ministerial misconduct or abuse 
to the appropriate UUA office and/or when findings of abuse/misconduct are reported 
to the Board. 

 
  o)  In the case of a complaint of ministerial misconduct, the complainant may be 

represented by an advocate of her/his choosing to make the initial complaint.  If the 
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Committee finds the complaint credible, the advocate and a representative of the 
Committee will meet with the complainant to provide assurances of support for the 
complainant to proceed with a formal signed complaint. If the complainant refuses to 
sign a written complaint, the Committee may, depending on the circumstances, allow 
the advocate to sign for the complainant.  If the Board decides to forward the complaint 
to the UUA’s Ministerial Fellowship Committee (see Appendix 2), the Committee may, 
depending on the circumstances, request that the Board sign the complaint to protect 
the privacy of the complainant.   

IV.   Behavior of Minister 
 

 A.   Policies:  
 
 1. The minister must recognize the power the ministry gives him/her and refrain from 
 practices which are harmful to others and which endanger his/her integrity or 
 professional effectiveness.  Such practices include, but are not limited to, sexual, 
 romantic, dating, or flirtatious behavior with an adult in the congregation who is not 
 his/her spouse or partner, with a counselee, with the spouse or partner of a person in the 
 congregation, with an intern, with an employee/staff member, or with anyone else whose 
 relationship with the minister could be exploited by a sexual involvement.  
 

Sexual misconduct is the crossing of a defined sexual boundary (see II above) by a 
minister or staff member with a member of the church community, in violation of the code of 
Professional Ethics of the Unitarian Universalist Minister’s Association (UUMA) or other 
professional body to which the minister is subject or in violation of UUCR’s Safe 
Congregations Policies and Procedures.  

 
 2.   Whether single or in a committed relationship, a UUCR minister will not engage in 

dating, romantic, or sexual relationships with any members of the congregation (other than 
his/her own partner or spouse), except as follows:  If a minister wishes to enter a dating, 
romantic, or sexual relationship with a member of the congregation, the minister shall 
comply with any ethical requirements of the UUMA or other professional body to which the 
minister is subject and requirements of the UUA’s Ministerial Fellowship Committee (MFC); 
and, regardless of those stated requirements, the member of the congregation will be 
required to resign from his/her membership.  

 
 3.   In order to maintain satisfactory boundaries between a minister and the congregation, a 

partner or spouse of a minister shall not be permitted to become a member of the 
congregation.  This policy applies both to newly settled ministers who arrive with partners 
or spouses and to ministers who partner or marry after becoming UUCR staff members. 

 
 4.   Section IV of this document covers all ordained ministers serving the UUCR 

congregation. 
 

B.  Procedures for Complaints Against Minister 
 

1.  The complainant shall make a confidential statement, orally or in writing, to a member of 
the Safe Congregation Committee. 
 
2.   The complaint shall be handled following the procedures outlined in III.B.2 above. 
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3.   If the complaint alleges that sexual abuse or harassment occurred and the Safe 
Congregation Committee believes the complaint is credible, the Safe Congregation 
Committee shall request the Board to immediately forward the complaint to the UUA’s MFC 
(The MFC’s procedures for responding to such complaints are outlined in Appendix 2). 
 
NOTE:  Rule 27 of the published rules of the UUA MFC (April, 2011) requires the minister 
him/herself to report to the MFC (1) “Any complaint of abuse . . . of a child or any other 
person brought against the minister” and (2) “Any complaint of . . . harassment . . . brought 
against the minister.” 
 
4.  The Safe Congregation Committee shall make every effort to issue a decision within ten 
days after the first meeting of the Committee. The process of reaching a decision may 
include a meeting between the complainant, the Minister, and the Committee, if such a 
meeting will not put the complainant at risk. 
 

 V.   Behavior of Church Staff Members  
 
A.  Policy: 
 

 1.   Sexual misconduct is the crossing of a defined sexual boundary (see II above) by a  
staff member with a member/friend of the church community and, except as noted in V.A.2 
below, is considered to be unacceptable behavior. 
 

 2.   Staff members other than ordained ministers, if single, shall not be prohibited from a 
 dating relationship with another staff member or a person in the congregation.  Before 
 becoming sexually or romantically involved with another staff member or a  person in the 
 congregation, a staff member must take special care to examine his/her commitment, 
 motives, intentionality, and the nature of such activity and its consequences for 
 himself/herself, the other person, and the congregation.  The staff member must also 
inform the (senior) minister before undertaking such a relationship.  

 
 B.  Procedures for Complaints Against Staff 

 
1.  The complainant shall make a confidential statement, orally or in writing, to a member of 
the Safe Congregation Committee. 

 
 2.  That member will then contact the chairperson, who will arrange a Safe Congregation 
 Committee meeting within ten days of the complaint being made.  A written record of the 
 complaint shall be made at the time of the meeting. 

 
3.  The Safe Congregation Committee shall make every effort to issue a decision within ten 
days of the panel's first meeting. The process of reaching this decision may include a 
meeting between the complainant, the staff member the complaint is directed against, and 
the Committee, if such a meeting will not put the complainant at risk.  

 
4.   If deemed appropriate by the Committee, the Committee shall report the nature of the 
complaint and its recommendations regarding the complaint to the Personnel Committee.  
Remedies recommended to the Board may include disciplinary action up to and including 
termination. 
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VI.  Behavior of Member or Guest  
 
 A.  Policy:   
  
 1.   Sexual misconduct on the part of a member or guest can have harmful effects on any 
 individual as well as on the rest of the congregation. This is intended to protect the 
 welfare of all individuals, including the church staff and minister(s). 
 

Sexual misconduct is the inappropriate crossing of a defined sexual boundary (see II 
above) by a member or guest with a staff member or a member/friend of the church 
community, when that behavior is not welcome. 

 
 2.   Appropriate steps will be taken when the behavior of a member or guest has the effect 
 of interfering with another person's personal safety and/or emotional comfort. 
 
 B.  Procedures for Complaint Against Member or Guest 

1.   If the complainant or church official (such as minister or staff member) believes the 
person committing the objectionable behavior may not be aware that his/her actions are 
offensive, the complainant or church official can attempt to resolve the situation by clearly 
and directly telling the person what action is offensive, and stating that the person is 
expected to stop this behavior. 

 2.   If this effort is ineffective or such an approach is deemed unacceptable or inadvisable, 
the complainant can make a confidential statement, orally or in writing, to any member of 
the Safe Congregation Committee. The Committee will meet within ten days of the 
complaint and attempt mediation and resolution, while respecting the confidentiality of all 
parties concerned.  

 3.  The Safe Congregation Committee may resolve the complaint by recommending to the 
 Board any or all of the following: 

 a)   Formal request from the Board that the individual discontinue attending church and 
church activities; 

  b)   Termination of committee, teaching, or volunteer positions;   

  c)   Filing of formal charges under State and/or Federal law. 

VII.   Mandated Reporting 
 

1.    The Minister, staff, and Board shall comply with all local, State, and Federal laws 
requiring disclosure of information (e.g., when a serious crime may have been committed) 
received under the procedures outlined here but otherwise regarded as confidential.  

VIII.   Condition of Employment 
 

1. As part of the intake process for new employees (ministers and staff), each new 
employee shall be provided with a copy of the latest version of this document and shall be 
required to sign an acknowledgment of receiving it and of intending to abide by it  (see 
Appendix 3).  The acknowledgment shall be maintained in the employee’s personnel file.      
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Appendices 
 
Appendix #1   Policy Regarding Sexual Harassment of Employees  

(Based on Title VII of the U.S. Civil Rights Act of 1991) 
 
All employees and persons who have been contracted with for their labor have the right to an 
environment free from sexual harassment. Sexual Harassment is illegal under Title VII of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1991. When a person is sexually harassed, s/he is afforded the same 
protection and redress as a victim of any other form of discrimination.  
 
Sexual harassment is defined by the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
as the use of one's authority or power, either explicitly or implicitly, to coerce another into 
unwanted sexual relations or to punish another for his/her refusal of same; or the creation of an 
intimidating, hostile or offensive working environment through verbal or physical conduct of a 
sexual nature. 
 
It prohibits unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical 
conducts of a sexual nature when: 
 

1) submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term or 
condition of employment; and/or 
 
2) submission to or rejection of the conduct is used as the basis for a decision or 
decisions affecting such individual; and/or 
 
3) such conduct has the purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with an 
individual's work performance; and/or 
 
4) such conduct has the effect of creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive 
working environment, and the supervisor knows or should know of the existence of 
the harassment and fails to take timely and appropriate action. 
 

All individuals in positions of supervision are responsible for their own conduct and for the 
conduct of individuals they supervise, and will take affirmative steps to stop sexual harassment 
by subordinates when it is brought to their attention, including warning or disciplining the 
offending individual.  
 
 
Appendix #2   Complaint Procedures Against Ministers 
(Section 19 of the Policies of the UUA’s Ministerial Fellowship Committee, September 2011.  
These are the procedures the MFC would follow if UUCR forwarded a complaint against a 
minister, as discussed in IV.B.3.) 
 
A.  INITIATING A COMPLAINT 
 
Complaints involving alleged unprofessional/unbecoming conduct of a minister or other violation  
of the rules of Fellowship shall be received and reviewed by the Office of Ethics and Safety 
Intake person (hereafter called the intake person).  Complaints should be from a person or 
persons with first-hand knowledge of the circumstances, the congregational, institutional, or 
agency board with whom the minister works, or the UUA Ministries and Faith Development Staff 
Group.  Except in cases involving children or dependent adults, the Intake person will not 
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generally advance complaints to the MFC that were filed by persons who were not directly 
involved in the circumstances covered by the complaint. 
 
Complaints must be in writing and signed by the complainant(s) or Board and shall contain a 
brief statement of the facts upon which the complaint is based.  If necessary, the Intake person 
will assist the complainant in reducing the complaint to writing.  Contact information for the 
Intake person is:  617-948-6462 or safecongregations@uua.org. 
 
B.  TIMELINESS AND STALE MATTERS 
 
Complaints should be received by the Director of Ministries and Faith Development within a 
reasonable time period following the circumstances giving rise to the complaint.  Unless the 
Director of Ministries and Faith Development determines otherwise for good cause, complaints 
regarding events occurring more than six years prior to the date of the complaint will not be 
considered.  Good cause shall include, but not be limited to, complaints involving abuse of 
children or particularly egregious behaviors or repetitive actionable behavior. 
 
C.  RESOLUTION OF COMPLAINTS 
 
Upon receipt of a complaint, the minister may be invited to meet with the Executive Committee 
of the MFC and is expected to be accompanied by a UUMA Good Offices person in Final 
Fellowship.  The cost of meeting with the Committee will be borne by the Committee. 
 
The Executive Committee may determine that no further action is warranted, may propose to 
the full Committee a mutually agreed upon course of redress, or may determine that further 
investigation and a full Committee Fellowship Review is warranted. 
 
Written confirmation of a resolution agreement shall be sent to the minister within 14 days.  A 
copy will be placed in the minister's file.  Additional copies may be sent to other persons or 
institutional representatives as deemed appropriate by the MFC. 
 
D.  COMPLAINT INVESTIGATIONS 
 
The type of investigation required by a complaint will depend upon the alleged circumstances 
and the type of additional information required.  When the Executive Committee calls for a full 
Fellowship Committee Review, it will charge the Executive Secretary to determine the type and 
scope of the investigation and appoint an investigation team in consultation with the MFC 
Chairperson. 
 
The following are guidelines which are to be used by the investigators in conducting its 
investigation: 
• In consultation with the Executive Secretary and the MFC Chair, it is the responsibility of 

the investigators to develop a full and complete record of the facts and circumstances 
surrounding the complaint and any other relevant information which may be useful to the 
Committee in its deliberations. 

• Each individual appointed to be an investigator is expected to maintain neutrality and an 
open mind throughout the investigation.  All information obtained through the investigation 
must be held in the strictest confidence. 

• In consultation with the Executive Secretary and the MFC Chair, the investigators should 
determine what, if any, additional information is required to assist the Committee in its 
deliberations and the most efficient method for obtaining that information. 
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• If it is determined that personal interviews would be appropriate, the appointed investigators 
will interview the complainant, the minister against whom the complaint has been made, 
and as many other individuals with knowledge of the issues or circumstances raised by the 
complaint.  Any summary of an individual’s statement must be approved by that individual 
to be included in the report. 

 
The appointed investigators will file a report and all information collected with the Executive 
Secretary promptly after the conclusion of the investigation. All notes and other information 
gathered by the investigators should be transmitted to the Executive Secretary for archiving as 
soon as possible following the completion of the investigation.  The MFC Chair and the 
Executive Secretary should review the report. If it is determined that additional information is 
required, the investigators shall obtain the additional information before the report is forwarded 
to the Executive Committee. 
 
E.  RECOMMENDATION FOR FELLOWSHIP REVIEW 
 
Once the report is complete, the Executive Committee shall determine whether or not there is 
sufficient concern to believe that the minister has engaged in unprofessional/unbecoming 
conduct or other conduct in violation of Rule 24.  If it is determined by the Executive Committee 
that there is insufficient grounds for a Fellowship Review, the Executive Secretary shall so notify 
the minister, complainant, and other interested parties.  The determination by the Executive 
Committee to not recommend a Fellowship Review may be appealed by the complainant to the 
full Committee.  The appeal should be written and contain a review of the reasons why the 
determination to not recommend a Fellowship Review should be overturned and must be 
received within one month of the receipt of notice of the no cause determination.  As soon as an 
appeal is received, the Executive Secretary should give notice to the minister involved and the 
minister may file a response. 
 
If it is determined that there is sufficient grounds for a Fellowship Review, the Executive 
Secretary shall so notify the minister, complainant, and other interested parties and schedule a 
Fellowship Review before the full Committee. 
 
F.  FELLOWSHIP REVIEW 
 
The Fellowship Review before the Committee shall follow the Guidelines set forth in Rule 21 of 
the MFC Rules. 
 
 
Appendix #3   Acknowledgment of Receipt of Policies and Procedures Document 
 
 
 

Safe Congregation Policy Acknowledgement 
 
 
 
I,            ________________________     acknowledge that I have read, understand, and agree 
to abide by the UUCR Safe Congregation policy. 
 
 
Date: ____________________  Signature:  ____________________________    


