Screening Church Workers

1. Why screening is so important.

The failure of a church to use reasonable care in the selection of both paid employees and volunteer workers carries serious consequences.  Among other things, it can subject the church to liability and legal damages for the actions of a problem employee or volunteer.  For example, a Catholic Church in Texas suffered a judgment against it of $120,000,000 as a result of sexual molestation by a church worker.  A Baptist church in Florida was held liable for damages of $4,600,000.

But more important than avoidance of litigation is the safety of the children involved in the church.  A proper screening and selection process can save members of your church from sexual predators.  It is the responsibility of the shepherds to do everything humanly possible to guard the sheep.

2. Principles for screening church workers.

First, distinguish between the types of workers involved.  You have a legal duty to exercise reasonable care in the selection and screening of church workers.  This is a flexible standard that will vary somewhat depending on whether the person is a paid employee or a volunteer, and what type of work the volunteer is expected to do.  For example, reasonable care will require a more thorough screening of those volunteers who are selected to work with children or handicapped members of the church.  Ultimately, it will be up to a jury to determine if your church exercised reasonable care in the screening process based on all of the circumstances as they existed.

Second, develop some realistic policies for screening both paid staff members and volunteers.  Too many churches develop an elaborate set of processes that become impossible to follow, especially as it pertains to volunteers.  Remember, if you develop a set of written processes and do not follow them, it is worse than having no process at all.  By not following your own processes, you have both failed to protect your church members and have virtually guaranteed you will be held liable by a jury asked to evaluate your conduct.

Third, communicate your processes to the entire church.  This should include both an initial communication when the processes are first put in place as well as periodic reminders and updates.  These processes should also be explained to all new church members as part of a new members’ class when they join the church.

Fourth, make no exceptions once your processes are in place.  Remember that nobody has a right to work in the church; it is a privilege to work in the church.  That privilege can be forfeited, particularly with regard to working with children, by past conduct.  It does not mean that a person is not valued and forgiven, but it does mean the person is no longer to be entrusted with certain responsibilities.  Sins can be totally forgiven by God and man, but they still have consequences that must be accepted.  One of those consequences may be the inability to work in children’s ministry in the local church.

3. How to screen paid employees.

The screening process must be customized for your church.  Depending on the size of your church, as well as manpower and financial constraints, some of the suggestions that follow may not be feasible for you.  However, bear in mind that the easiest time to “fire” a problem employee is before you ever hire them.  A little extra time and effort on the investigation can save the church a lot of time and trauma later.

Begin by asking the candidate to complete an information form and a Release/Authorization Form.  A sample copy of both forms are contained in the Appendix.
  Candidates with something to hide will many times weed themselves out at this point in the process.

Require a complete resume from each candidate.  Look for any unexplained gaps in employment or church membership, as well as excessive job changes, over-qualification or hard to contact references.  

References should be contacted and each reference should be asked if they know another person who is familiar with the candidate.  It is often these “second-level” references that provide the most helpful information.

Criminal record and driving record checks should be completed.  Please note, however, that in most states criminal record searches are conducted on a county-by-county basis (a few states have a state-wide system).  Therefore, the companies who perform this service are only going to give you information from the county where the person presently resides unless you specifically request that other counties be added.  Anything that does surface in the background check should be thoroughly investigated, keeping in mind that many serious charges sometimes result in plea bargains and guilty pleas on reduced charges.

Credit checks can also be conducted.  They should be an absolute requirement for the position of Senior Pastor or any other position that will be involved in church finances.

There is no substitute for a thorough personal interview.  Many times interviews end up being perfunctory question and answer sessions so that a team or committee can “rubber stamp” the pastor’s choice for a certain position.  Encourage those involved in the interview process to avoid that temptation and to be willing to ask probing questions about doctrinal beliefs, personal faith, experience and calling.  The best time to find out challenging issues about a candidate is before they are hired.

4. How to screen volunteers.

The screening process for volunteers will depend in large part on the types of activities they are involved in.  High-risk positions will require a more thorough screening process.  Although there is no hard and fast rule as to what qualifies as a high-risk position, factors to consider should include: (a) whether the volunteer will work with children or youth; (b) whether the volunteer will be handling church finances; (c) whether the volunteer will be engaged in counseling; (d) the amount of supervision for the volunteer; and (e) the degree to which the volunteer deals with the public.

For high-risk positions, the screening process should include a detailed application along the lines of the sample application set forth in the appendix.  The church should also obtain at least one recommendation from an existing church member or, if the person is transferring from another church, a recommendation from a staff member of that church.

The prospective volunteer should also be interviewed by a staff member of the church or someone in leadership in the ministry where the volunteer will be working.

In addition to these basic screening practices, a few other common sense policies will help the church avoid problems associated with unqualified volunteers.  

First, with respect to volunteers working with children, youth or finances, the church should adopt a “two-deep” policy, meaning that two volunteers will be working together at all times.  This will prevent opportunities for wrongdoing by the volunteers and also protect innocent volunteers from wrongful allegations against them.  Keep in mind that for purposes of the “two-deep” rule, a husband and wife team do not count as two separate volunteers since they are too interdependent to provide independent corroboration of events.

Second, volunteers should always function, to the extent practical, in an open-door environment.  This is particularly true of volunteers in counseling situations or working with children.  If the door needs to be closed for privacy or noise reasons, the door should be designed with a window cut into it so that those walking by the room can always see what is going on inside.  This precaution is in addition to the two-deep rule, not in lieu of it.

Third, the staff of the church should keep an “ineligible file” of those persons who are unfit to work in financial ministry, children’s ministry, youth ministry or other high-risk areas.  This list should be kept confidential but care should be given during a change of leadership to ensure that the list is transferred to those who remain.  There are numerous cases of pedophiles who have worked their way into the church, done something suspicious that results in a disqualification from ministry, and then bided their time until a new pastor arrives who is not aware of their past.  It is therefore critical that each church establish an institutional “ineligible file” that will pass from one pastor to the next in order to identify those persons who are not qualified to serve in high-risk positions.

� These forms were drafted by Steven Lewis, a Southern Baptist Attorney in Oklahoma, who works extensively with SBC churches and denominational entities.  The forms are used with his permission.  Mr. Lewis has also compiled an entire book of resources and forms to help your church with legal and employment matters.  This book, The Church Leadership Series, can be obtained by contacting Mr. Lewis at 405-607-0192. 





