
 

Genesee Valley Toolbox is a continuing, occasional series of support for Sessions in the 

Presbytery of Genesee Valley as they develop, adopt, implement, and update their 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)-mandated policies regarding sexual misconduct and child and 

youth protection, and their New York State-mandated workplace sexual harassment policies.  

The series offers practical information, recommends best practices, and identifies reliable 

sources on numerous topics.  The intent is to deepen knowledge, encourage right behaviors, 

and achieve important outcomes. 

  

 

Presbytery of Genesee Valley         #11 in a series (2020, September) 

Brief Updates: 

Items with Relevance for Session Policies 

Genesee Valley Toolbox for 

Session Sexual Misconduct Policies 

This edition is prompted by events in the first half of 2020 which vividly demonstrate how our 

churches and the secular society continue to respond to sexual boundary violations and the 

adverse outcomes which affect so many.  The catalysts originate in three spheres:   

   

New York State  
Law 

PC(U.S.A.) 
224th General Assembly 

Presbytery of Genesee Valley  
Vignettes Involving Congregations 

 

The opening three chapters of the book of Ezekiel describe God’s call to one who was called to 

be a prophet among the people Israel in exile.  Among the commissions God assigns to Ezekiel, 

the fourth designates a specific role and function of personal responsibility for the people’s 

well-being:   

 “…I have made you a sentinel for the house of Israel.” (Ezekiel 3:17).   

In the spirit of Ezekiel’s fourth commission, it is imperative that our congregations’ Sessions act 

as wise and caring sentinels.  Alert sentinels will embrace the need to monitor and learn from 

emerging events and changing standards.  While wise Sessions will recognize the practical 

advantages when policy improvements are adopted and put into practice, it is caring elders who 

will apply their knowledge for the sake of people in their congregation who gather in the name 

of Jesus Christ, especially on behalf of those in our midst who are most vulnerable. 
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For background information on 

the Child Victims Act: 

https://media.myworshiptimes2

2.com/wp-

content/uploads/sites/25/2019/

01/20155627/Toolbox-8.pdf  

 

 

To read the text of the bill – 

Senate 7082 / Assembly 9036 

– which extends the deadline: 

https://www.nysenate.gov/legis

lation/bills/2019/s7082  
 

Child Victims Act:  

Filing Deadline Extended  

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the New York State court 

system in March, 2020, greatly reduced access to court 

services statewide.  In a move to allow procedural fairness, 

the New York Legislature voted in late May to extend the 

deadline for survivors of childhood sexual abuse to file a 

civil suit under the Child Victims Act (CVA).  Passed in 2019, 

the CVA created a one-year period in which a person 

may bring a claim for acts which exceeded the statute of 

limitations; the original deadline was the end of the day, 

August 13, 2020.  The Governor signed the bill into law on 

August 3, 2020.  The new deadline is the end of day, 

August 13, 2021. 

 

 

 

For those who are survivors of childhood sexual abuse, the Legislature’s act to 

increase the length of time in which to bring forward an allegation is consistent with 

an existing provision of the Book of Order, Rules of Discipline:  There is no time limit 

for the disciplinary offense of “sexual abuse of another person.”  (see D-10.0401, p. 

158:  https://www.pcusastore.com/Products/OGA19010/book-of-order-20192021-

download.aspx)  Church law recognizes that it can take years or even decades 

before a person who is a survivor is prepared to disclose having been abused. 

 

Of note to all church leaders:  As of 2019, the Rules of Discipline now contains a 

provision that there is “no time limit for charging that a person who knew or 

reasonably should have known of the reasonable risk of sexual abuse of another as 

defined in D-10.0401c(1) or (2) failed to take reasonable steps to minimize the risk.”  

(see the link provided above) 

 

  

https://media.myworshiptimes22.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/25/2019/01/20155627/Toolbox-8.pdf
https://media.myworshiptimes22.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/25/2019/01/20155627/Toolbox-8.pdf
https://media.myworshiptimes22.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/25/2019/01/20155627/Toolbox-8.pdf
https://media.myworshiptimes22.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/25/2019/01/20155627/Toolbox-8.pdf
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s7082
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s7082
https://www.pcusastore.com/Products/OGA19010/book-of-order-20192021-download.aspx
https://www.pcusastore.com/Products/OGA19010/book-of-order-20192021-download.aspx
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224th General Assembly:   

Actions Regarding Policies & Book of Order 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the 224th General 

Assembly of the Presbyterian Church convened in a virtual 

meeting in June, 2020.  The following actions all relate to 

matters involving sexual boundary violations, including 

concerns for both prevention and intervention. 

On Amending the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Child/Youth/Vulnerable Adult 

Protection Policy and Its Procedures.   

By a 465-1 vote, the General Assembly revised existing policy.  Source: 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000610  Comment  While this policy applies 

only to activities sponsored by General Assembly entities, our church leaders can 

check this document for ideas to improve their church’s policy. 

Safe and Sacred Space Task Force Report. 

Due to limitations imposed by the pandemic, the report was referred to the 225th 

General Assembly (2022).  Source: https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000635  

Comment  The brief report contains several links to a trove of on-line resources for 

congregations regarding both session sexual misconduct policies and session child 

and youth protection policies.  Our church leaders can easily access these links to 

explore a wide range of material. 

Survivors of Sexual Misconduct Task Force Recommendations. 

Due to limitations imposed by the pandemic, the recommendations were referred 

to the 225th General Assembly.  Source: https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000556  

Comment  Among the recommendations are proposed amendments to the Book 

of Order.  E.g., the proposals would require boundary and child protection training 

for Ministers of Word and Sacrament, Commissioned Ruling Elders, and Certified 

Christian Educators.  Another addresses the topic of confidentiality in relation to 

mandatory reporting.  The recommendations are accompanied by rationales.  

These constructive proposals can be a source of inspiration and ideas for our 

church leaders who seek to improve the quality of their Session’s policies. 

On Replacing the Rules of Discipline Section with a New Church Discipline Section. 

Due to limitations imposed by the pandemic, this proposed amendment to the 

Book of Order was referred to the 225th General Assembly.  Source: 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000546  Comment  This would be the first 

comprehensive revision of the Rules of Discipline in several decades.  It contains 

procedural and substantive changes to how our disciplinary proceedings are 

structured.  Many proposals arose from cases of sexual boundary violations. 

 

 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000610
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000635
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000556
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000546
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Presbytery of Genesee Valley:   

Sexual Harassment and a Congregation 

The following account is based on a recent incident 

involving a congregation in our Presbytery.  Does it raise 

questions for Elders in your congregation?  Are there 

lessons here which might prompt discussion about a need 

for changes in your congregation’s practices? 

 

Vignette:  Who Should Have Authority? 

The church’s Session had long-designated the pastor to function in the role of head of staff, 

which included the authority to hire and terminate employees.  This administrative practice 

had worked well for many years.  Thus, when the Session adopted its workplace sexual 

harassment policy, as required of all employers by New York State law, it was an easy 

choice to name the pastor as the one to receive complaints of harassment.1  That these 

multiple, overlapping administrative roles – head of staff, authority to hire and fire, 

recipient of sexual harassment complaints – created a potential conflict of interest for the 

person in the pastor’s role was not a consideration.   

The conflict of interest, however, became very real as the date approached for one 

employee’s annual performance review.  For months, the employee had acted toward the 

pastor in ways which clearly violated the Session’s workplace sexual harassment policy.  In 

addition, the person’s work performance did not meet reasonable job expectations.  Given 

the overlapping roles, the pastor felt stuck.  How could a fair, impartial, and just procedure 

be applied in either the performance review or a response to the sexual harassment?  

Recusal would only side-step the problem, leaving the structural conflict intact. 

The administrative remedy was simple:  Reassign the authority for both employment 

decisions and the receipt of staff complaints of harassment to a personnel committee which 

is empowered to make decisions.  Not only did this structural change eliminate a conflict of 

interest, it also allowed the pastor to function in the preferred primary role in the 

congregation’s mission and ministry – as pastor.   

Question  In your Session’s workplace sexual harassment policy, who by role is designated 

to receive complaints of harassment?  Is there a potential conflict of interest in this 

arrangement? 

 
  

                                                 
1  The law went into effect in October, 2018.  For more information, see 

https://www.ny.gov/combating-sexual-harassment-workplace/employers  

https://www.ny.gov/combating-sexual-harassment-workplace/employers
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Presbytery of Genesee Valley:   

Sessions and Resistance to a Sexual Misconduct Policy 
 

What are typical barriers to adopting, 

implementing, or updating a Session  

sexual misconduct policy? 

 
 

Naming the Resistance 

“…have eyes, but do not see  …have ears, but do not hear.” 

Jeremiah 5:21 

Denial of possibility  “That can’t happen here, not to us.”  “We have no history like 

that.  Why worry?”  “We are a close, Christian family.  Sexual abuse doesn’t happen in our 
family.”  “We know everyone and trust everyone.  We are not at risk.”  The possibility of a 
problem occurring is denied due to a perceived low probability. 
 

Minimization of the seriousness of the consequences  “The Church overreacts to 

a lot of ‘he said / she said’ situations.”  “We can handle anything that comes along.  We 
don’t need a policy.  Afterall, Christians are supposed to practice love and forgiveness.”  
“How big a deal is this, anyway?  I don’t get it.” 
 

Avoidance of accepting responsibility  “We have other priorities and needs.”  

“Where do we begin?  The task is overwhelming.  Just give us a template to fill out.”  

“Shouldn’t the Presbytery Attorney tell us what to put in our policy?”  “I don’t like the 

national Church telling us what we have to do.”  “Our policy is too long and complicated.  It 

would take forever to fix it.”  “How are we supposed to keep up with changes in Church law 

or New York law?  We’re no experts.”  “We covered all this years ago.”   

 

Ignoring the value of engaging the congregation in the process as a way to 

create a quality document  “We’ll just copy Presbytery’s policy, and fill-in our name.”  

“We just do a google search and copy what another church has done.”  “We have an Elder 

who works in human resources; she can write it for us.”  “We copied what a neighboring 

church uses.” 

 

Fear  “If we really apply what our policy says, we’ll alienate longtime members who’ve 

worked with our kids in Sunday School and youth groups.”  “If we publicize our policy, it 

sends the message we have problems and puts off potential members we want to attract.”  

“This whole topic makes me very uncomfortable.  Let’s talk about something else.” 
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From a Statement by Rev. Dr. J. Herbert Nelson, II  
Stated Clerk of the General Assembly 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)   
01/09/20 

 
“While we as a denomination have talked about providing a safe space for 
individuals to live, work, and play while carrying out the mission of God in 
Christ, our sexual misconduct policies have not always been effective in 
protecting vulnerable persons among us. Tragically, the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) has sometimes failed to listen to the long-silenced voices of survivors 
of sexual misconduct by church leaders. 
 
“We must do better—as individuals and as a church. 
 
“I write to remind you of our obligations as followers of Jesus Christ, and to 
admonish you to keep the prevention of sexual abuse and the protection of the 
vulnerable a priority in your mission and service to God, your councils, and the 
people of God. If your council has not implemented a sexual misconduct policy 
or a child and youth protection policy—or if you have such policies but have 
not updated them—make them a priority in the coming year. Train staff, your 
council leaders, and all who supervise and care for minors on your policies and 
best practices to protect children and other vulnerable persons.” 
 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/legal-resources/creating-safe-ministries/ 

Included in the full statement are links to resources. 

 

Genesee Valley Toolbox for Session Sexual Misconduct Policies 
 

The editions of the Toolbox series are posted on the PGV website in the dedicated folder of 
the Committee on Ministry: https://pbygenval.org/committees/committee-on-
ministry/sexual-misconduct-policies-resources/genesee-valley-toolbox/  

Pass this link to your Ruling Elders on your Session, to your church’s leaders, and to those 
who work with your children and youth. 

 

 
 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/legal-resources/creating-safe-ministries/
https://pbygenval.org/committees/committee-on-ministry/sexual-misconduct-policies-resources/genesee-valley-toolbox/
https://pbygenval.org/committees/committee-on-ministry/sexual-misconduct-policies-resources/genesee-valley-toolbox/

