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Abstract 

When the topic of consent is mentioned, people often assume that the topic being discussed 

pertains to consent to sexual activity. While that is an important and worthwhile topic to explore, 

that is not what this project is about. This project examines consent from the perspective of 

demonstrating agreement to engage in certain activities (hugging, laying of hands, hand 

holding, kisses or any other form of physical contact) in the context of church. The aim is to 

assist congregations in coming to a common understanding of what consent (particularly in 

church) is, why it is important and how it is connected to and influences our interactions as a 

community. This project will explore how conversations about consent are occurring all around 

us; they are happening openly in workplaces, medical facilities and academic institutions but 

rarely are they occurring in church. This project will engage how cultural norms and socialization 

impact our engagements with one another; the ways that an individual is reared has implications 

on how that person shows up in the community. It looks at the cultural norms of churches and 

whether these norms are oriented towards consent or oriented in a way that potentially makes 

people more vulnerable to having their boundaries crossed. The goal of this project is to raise 

awareness about the ways we currently interact with one another, provide clarity about how 

some of our ways of being might be harmful and to spark interest in having consent-centered 

discussions that might formulate new norms that help everyone feel safer and welcome.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

As far back as I can remember, I have been in church. Being a part of a community of 

faith has been a gift and a blessing; it was in this space where I learned and developed skills in 

the areas of public speaking, service, and leadership. I also received lots of love, 

encouragement and support. However, church has also been a place where I have been deeply 

wounded. As a young adult in church, I was disrespected, disregarded and pigeon holed (to 

particular types of work). In spite of these and many other challenges I experienced, I continued 

to work, serve and lead in church. I was eventually licensed and ordained to Christian ministry. 

My service and the relationships I have built with people afforded me the opportunity to 

have many conversations. Some of these dialogues have involved stories about ways in which 

people had been or were being violated and abused in church. Some of these stories detailed 

abuse by clergy. To add insult to injury, the victims were accused of seducing their abuser. I 

have also heard troublesome stories of how people have been touched without permission and 

touched in spite of repeatedly clearly communicating they did not want to be touched. I have 

heard of, seen and have first-hand experience of being forced by another into physical contact. 

There are stories of instances where a person’s hands were too low when hugging another, 

hugs that were too tight and too long and so-called holy kisses that accidentally landed on the 

recipient’s lips. I have also heard stories of there being individuals (known or suspected) who 

have touched people improperly. In spite of a number of people being aware of these violations, 

no steps were taken to address the violator. 

I was curious, wondering how we can talk about and disrupt these behaviors, when I had 

my own very public encounter with unwelcomed touch. On a warm January communion 

Sunday, I pulled my bulletin out my robe pocket and started fanning. At this time, worship was 



2 
 

concluding, and the pastor was saying the benediction. Mid-prayer, the pastor reached over and 

pushed my arm down. When I switched hands, he reached across my body and tried to push 

my other arm down. After the benediction, the pastor and I had a brief verbal exchange; he 

communicated that he thought that I should have stepped away from the table if I was hot. I 

expressed that he should not have put his hands on me. I have experienced a lot of disrespect 

in my life, but I was firm in my unwillingness to tolerate any person, especially the leader of 

God’s house, thinking and or behaving as if it is appropriate to violate my personhood in this 

manner. This incident doubled my resolve that no person should ever put their hands on 

another in a hurtful way. In the aftermath of this incident, I continued to be troubled by the 

response of others. One person told me that we should both apologize and move on. This 

statement helped me to clearly see that there is something amiss. It is evident that there is a 

cultural issue that needs to be addressed.  

Significance 

This project is significant for a number of reasons. Touch can be healing when done by a 

person and in a manner that is welcomed; good touch can help us. However, when touch is 

unwelcomed, done by the wrong person or in a way that is unwanted, touch can be harmful. 

Church is a high touch environment. From the time one enters the worshiping space until the 

time one exits, there are so many interactions that have the potential to involve touch. These 

interactions could be positive or negative. Too many people are having negative touch 

experiences. If one person has had a bad experience, that is too many. A good deal more than 

one person has had or are having bad experiences in a place that we often describe as safe.  

There are many things that come to mind when we think about the word “safe.” The 

Merriam Webster dictionary defines it as, “free from harm or risk, secure from threat of danger, 
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harm, or loss, and affording safety or security from danger, risk, or difficulty.”1 Given the stories I 

have heard, everyone who is entering worship space is not safe; some of our siblings are 

having experiences that are difficult and where they have been harmed mentally, physically, 

spiritually or emotionally. It is not acceptable for even one person to have this kind of 

experience. 

 Churches have their own unique sets of cultural norms and customs. Ones pertaining to 

touch are often most explicit during greeting time or passing the peace and welcoming visitors. 

Also, in some settings, part of the tradition includes the pastor or the preacher saying, “High five 

your neighbor” or “Tap five people and tell them God is good.” Prior to Covid-19, expressions 

could range from fist bumps and handshakes to kisses on the cheek and hugs that are either 

front to front or side hugs. As we move out of isolation and towards a new normal, many people 

and congregations are moving back to former trends. Based on my observation, there are rarely 

open conversations about these church greeting norms. There is limited dialogue on how we 

talk about and communicate what we want or do not want. There is even less talk about the 

importance of respecting people’s preferences. Instead of talking about these matters, people 

often lean solely on social cues and body language, which can lead to false understandings and 

awkward interactions. 

 The topic of consent in church is important because, as I have mentioned before, 

consent is often correlated with sexual contact or physical intimacy. In reality, consent 

permeates almost every aspect of our lives. We encounter consent when we go to our doctors’ 

offices, and parents and guardians are required to sign off or give permission for their children 

to attend trips and engage in certain activities. We have to check a box agreeing to receive 

electronic services and applications. Unfortunately, many in church are not aware of how 

                                                

1
 Merriam Webster, Online ed. (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/safe), s.v. “Safe.”  

 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/safety
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important consent is and that it is a part of church life. This lack of awareness fosters an 

environment where people make assumptions about what kinds of behaviors are acceptable. 

Regrettably, assumptions and personal preferences override the wisdom of simply asking 

someone what they want.  

The church is a place for spiritual issues, and I am convinced that many people do not 

believe consent is a spiritual issue. This is an inaccurate assessment. One of the key 

components of our faith involves healing and most, if not all of the healing narratives, involve 

touch. Jesus touches one person and restores their sight (Mark 8:23-25). On another occasion, 

he touches Peter’s mother in law and she is healed (Matt. 8:14-15). Jesus touched the bier of a 

woman’s child and her son came back to life (Luke 7:14-15). Good touch can be restorative; it 

can bring us back to life. The warm embrace from a sibling or a reassuring back pat can be just 

what one might need to help them make it through a trying time.  

However, touch, when it is unwelcomed and unwanted can be damaging. There are 

instances in the Bible that detail assaults and violations, like the rape of Tamar (2 Sam. 13:11-

14). These actions cause destruction. Similarly, an unwanted kiss, touch that causes discomfort, 

and a hug that is too tight or lasts too long are just a few examples of ways that touch can be 

harmful. It can cause devastation that goes far beyond the moment, like Judas’ kiss (Matt. 

26:49), that potentially affects the rest of someone’s life. As we consider touch and consent, this 

topic is important because many come to church seeking healing from pain and trauma. Instead 

of getting the help they desperately want and need, they come and leave more wounded than 

they came. It cannot be our witness that we did more harm than good. 

The church is the body of Christ and is called to be a community of love, healing and 

wholeness. Behaviors that are injurious are in opposition to what God desires for God’s people 

to experience and share. Jesus came that we might have life and have it to the fullest (John 

10:10). Ways of being that are harmful or death-dealing should not be a part of the church. If we 

examine Jesus’ model of engagement with others, we can see (most frequently) that Jesus did 
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not lay hands on people or intervene without permission. People usually sought Him out 

personally for help, someone reached out to Jesus on behalf of a loved one or Jesus asked the 

person in need before touching or healing them. For example, Jesus asks the man at the pool, 

“Do you want to be made well?” (John 5:6). We, the church, might want to give more 

consideration to this method of engagement; that is, asking before proceeding with physical 

contact.  

In the story of the woman who had the bleeding issue, readers commonly focus on the 

woman’s perseverance and insistence so she can access what she needs. What has been lost 

on me until recently is how Jesus responds when she touches him (without asking) and power 

leaves him: “Who touched me?”  (Luke 8:45). What a powerful question! What makes the text 

even more striking is the disciple’s response to Jesus’ question. Peter responds. “Master, the 

people are crowding and pressing against you” (Luke 8:45). The disciples’ response 

demonstrates a quick, dismissive response to boundary violation. In too many instances, this is 

how boundary violations are treated. Victims are blamed. The person who has been wounded is 

asked questions that insinuate that they did something that put them at risk of or caused them to 

be violated. They are also often made to feel as if they are unworthy of protection or justice. 

This is not how the Divine desires things to be. We are called to demonstrate love and care for 

one another. Part of this is taking the time to obtain consent. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Consent is a topic of vital importance. In 2006, the #metoo movement created space for 

survivors of harassment and assault to share about their violations. Empowered by the bravery 

of those who shared their stories, many people started coming forward to share about ways in 

which they have been violated. This sparked #churchtoo. It is disturbing to hear about people 

being abused in any setting. It is particularly disconcerting when abuses occur in church. These 

stories of violation and mishandling push me to think about ways to end this dreadful problem. 

 Addressing the topic of consent and supporting the church in moving towards a culture 

that centers seeking permission before engaging another person in physical contact and other 

interactions requires exploration of a number of topics. To most thoroughly address this topic of 

consent, one must examine other issues. Consent is much more than whether or not a person 

says yes or no. This literature review will spotlight some of the subjects I believe are key 

considerations for us to move towards even beginning to discuss what it means to create a 

culture of consent. Touch and how it can be helpful or harmful is a starting point. It is important 

to take a closer look at consent and boundaries. Additionally, it is key to look at socialization and 

upbringing and how they impact the ways we interact with one another. Lastly, there is research 

and other material offered by the Society of Human Resource Management (SHRM) that can 

potentially provide ways for the church to approach consent-related issues.  Even more, the 

aforementioned items have been subcategorized into two sections. One section is How Things 

Should Be. It explores behaviors and policies that foster healthy and safe interactions. The 

second section is How Things Are. It describes the current state of affairs, ways of being that 

often do not foster that well-being of all.  
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How Things Should Be 

Touch 

It is important that the exploration of the topic of consent begins by discussing touch. Touch is 

important. While it can have negative consequences, it has a number of health benefits. In an 

article entitled The Importance of Touch, Drs. Shoba Sreenivasan and Linda E. Weinberger 

inform us that, “Touch, as in hugging, can boost the immune system as well as reduce pain and 

aid in sleeping.”2 Various areas of the brain release hormones when one is touched; these 

hormones can bring down stress and improve or increase connection between people. While 

there are a number of benefits to touch, there are some who do not experience touch in a 

pleasurable or positive way. Drawing on work from Mercedes I. Betran and H. Chris Dijkerman, 

Sreenivasan and Weinberger conclude, “There are also people who experience distress when 

being touched or touching others. This may be due to a poor history with mothers where there 

was very little tactile behavior during one’s developmental years or the experiences were 

punishing or erratic.”3 Sreenivasan and Weinberger also offer,  

The experience of touch can also be harmful when it is unwanted, physically hurtful, or 
exploitive. Unfortunately, experiencing such events can have serious ramifications for the 
individual at any age as well as interfere with one’s ability to benefit from appropriate 
touching. Perpetrators frequently justify the touching as necessary, normal, healthy, 
loving, or deserved. These and other characterizations are as pernicious as the behavior 
itself.4  
 

Sreenivasan and Weinberger invite people to an awareness that, for a number of reasons, not 

all people find being touched or touching others pleasurable. It is easiest and clearest to 

determine where a person stands on this by asking.   

                                                
2 Shoba Sreenivasan and Linda E. Weinberger, “The Importance of Touch,” Psychology Today 

(blog), August 2, 2021, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/emotional-nourishment/202108/the-
importance-touch.     

 
3 Sreenivasan and Weinberger, “The Importance of Touch.”  

 
4 Sreenivasan and Weinberger, “The Importance of Touch.”  

 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/contributors/shoba-sreenivasan-phd-and-linda-e-weinberger-phd
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/sleep
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/contributors/shoba-sreenivasan-phd-and-linda-e-weinberger-phd
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Rabbi Ora Nitkin-Kaner offers more insight on the impact of touch: “Touch has the power 

to nourish and comfort, to stabilize, and to share strength. We know that touch is vital to our 

emotional and even physical wellbeing. Yet it is equally important to acknowledge that touch is 

not always welcomed, even in congregations that experience connection and holiness in 

embodied ways.”5 In her community of faith, a core value of the community is being welcoming. 

Balancing physical touch and being welcoming is a matter of priority for Rabbi Nitkin-Kaner. 

Asking for permission and waiting for the response matters. Rabbi Nitkin-Kaner adds that it is 

key for people to name their boundaries. It is imperative to create a space where people feel 

comfortable enough to tell the other person they are not interested in accepting their offer. A 

pivotal component of creating an environment where touch is consensual is to discover how to 

create opportunities for people to tell others about their boundaries in a space and way that is 

not awkward, like when someone is about to or has crossed a boundary. Rabbi Nitkin-Kaner 

goes on to offer,  

In thinking about values around welcoming and welcomed touch, I was inspired by an 
unlikely source: the ultra-Orthodox custom of shomer negiah. This phrase literally 
translates as “being watchful” (shomer) in matters of touch (negiah), but the phrase has 
come to refer to the custom of avoiding direct physical contact with members of the 
opposite sex. A commitment to shomer negiah Recon-style would mean a commitment to 
forethought, imagination, honesty, and respect. In taking care with our touch, we are better 
able to take care of ourselves and each other.6 

 

Her words provide us with the opportunity to reflect on how, as individuals and as a community, 

we might be more mindful when looking to engage others in physical contact. They invite us to 

move towards showing respect for our neighbor and will guide us in being careful with touch. 

                                                
5 Gillian Jackson and Rabbi Ora Nitkin-Kaner, “What Does It Mean To Be Welcoming: 

Appropriate Touch and Consent,” Ann Arbor Reconstructionist Congregation (blog), September 2, 2019, 
https://aarecon.org/what-does-it-mean-to-be-welcoming-appropriate-touch-and-consent/.  

 
6 Gillian Jackson and Rabbi Ora Nitkin-Kaner, “What Does It Means To Be Welcoming: 

Appropriate Touch and Consent.” 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jan/03/lets-touch-why-physical-connection-between-human-beings-matters
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shomer-negiah/
https://aarecon.org/what-does-it-mean-to-be-welcoming-appropriate-touch-and-consent/
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Consent:   

Dr. Laura McGuire and Cheryl Bradshaw, M.A. are authors who provide great detail on 

what consent is and is not. They share commonalities in their understanding and explanation of 

consent. They remind us that consent is more than merely saying yes or no. Dr. McGuire posits 

that,  

Consent begins long before sex is ever present and can be completely non-sexual. 
Consent is above all respect for the dignity, personhood, and well-being of every living 
thing. It means not simply asking for or receiving permission, but holistically seeing each 
person that you interact with and wanting them to enthusiastically and wholeheartedly 
choose whether to interact with you or not.7  

Though it is often connected to sex, consent is much larger than sexual activity. Additionally, 

more than granting permission, consent is about demonstrating agreement, without reservation, 

to engage in an activity with someone8. Consent has everything to do with respect for another 

person as well as ourselves. Consent is grounded in autonomy and self-agency, the individual’s 

right to say what happens to and with their body. Consent is a part of our verbal interactions: 

agreeing to have a conversation or to receive feedback. It is a part of physical interactions: 

giving permission for one to touch another person's hair or hug someone. Knowingly or 

unknowingly, consent is a part of most of our everyday activities. 

Adding a little more nuance, Bradshaw offers, “Consent is legal, freely given, 

enthusiastically affirmative consent. This means that each person has the capacity to consent. 

This means there are no unsafe ages or unsafe power dynamics. That everyone has the 

conscious capacity and isn’t intoxicated and that everyone has the overall ability to consent.”9 In 

her book (and TED talk), Bradshaw uses an acronym, HOT SPICE, to further clarify consent. 

                                                
7 Laura McGuire, Creating Cultures of Consent: A Guide for Parents and Educators (Lanham: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2021), 13. 
 

8 McGuire, 13. 
 
9 Cheryl Bradshaw, “How Consent is More Than Just a Question and an Answer,” YouTube 

video, from Tedx Talks on March 22, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nsv58469oZc.  
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HOT represents that consent is Honest, On-going, and Talked about. SPICE signifies that it is 

Specific, Present-moment, Informed, Changeable, Enthusiastically affirmative. Consent can be 

given and withdrawn.10 These components help us to see that the giving of consent is an on-

going process and one has the right to decide in the moment or a future interaction that one no 

longer desires to engage with a person in the same way. For example, I might choose to hug a 

person on one Sunday and the next time decide that I do not want to hug that person.   

Adding another layer to the conversation, Marcia Baczynski and Erica Scott provide 

insight on what consent culture is. In Creating Consent Culture: A Handbook for Educators, they 

define it as a 

culture in which interactions are collaborative, and as mutually agreeable as possible.  
In Consent Culture, people feel in control of their own bodily autonomy and boundaries.  
They feel free to change those boundaries at any time according to their individual  
desires and needs. Consent Culture is about having respect and compassion for  
ourselves and all others.11 
 

Certainly, what Baczynski and Scott describes is the kind of culture that congregations seeking 

to be safer want to foster. These cultures are ones where people are able to say who does and 

who does not have access to their body. People can change their minds about wanting another 

person to touch them. Decisions are rooted in respect for self and the community.   

Boundaries 

A key component to consent is understanding boundaries, that there is separation, a 

distinction between one person and another. Anne Katherine, retired licensed therapist states, 

“A boundary is a limit that promotes integrity.”12 She goes on to expound saying that, “A 

                                                
10 Bradshaw, “How Consent is More Than Just a Question and an Answer.” 
  
11 Marcia Baczynski and Erica Scott, Creating Consent Culture: A Handbook for Educators 

(London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2022), 13. 
 
12 Anne Katherine, Where to Draw the Line: How to Set Healthy Boundaries Every Day (New 

York: Fireside, 2000), 13. 
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boundary is like a line drawn around us that says, this is my limit. Go no further.”13 We must also 

understand the difference between a boundary crossing, when both parties agree to the 

crossing of a boundary and boundary violations, when one disregards or ignores another’s 

boundaries. In Healthy Boundaries 201, Dr. Marie Fortune offers, “Boundary crossings are a 

fact of life. All communication is a boundary crossing. Touch is a boundary crossing. Boundary 

crossing is a necessity of ministry and teaching. We reach out to one another, we inform, we 

meet, we offer a healing touch, we preach, we write, etc.”14 

When we honor boundaries, we maintain if not improve community; we build trust and 

respect which creates the space for people to grow in their relationship with the Divine and in 

their relationship with one another. Nedra Glover Tawwab in Set Boundaries, Find Peace, states 

that “Relationships without boundaries are dysfunctional, unreasonable and hard to manage.”15  

Tawwab goes on to say, “Without boundaries in relationships, relationships usually end, or we 

become fed up from being mistreated.”16 These writers reiterate the importance of clear 

boundaries, respecting the boundaries of others and the harm caused by boundary crossings. 

Community 

Whether due to personal preferences, neurological differences (like autism), or history, 

not all people desire physical contact, not even within the walls of the church. The question left 

to ponder is, what does the community of God need to do to create the space for all to feel safe 

and have their need or desire (or lack thereof) for physical contact met. It is key for us to 

demonstrate respect for individual preferences in a manner that no one feels excluded. Writer 

                                                
13 Katherine, 77. 

 
14 Marie M. Fortune, Healthy Boundaries 201- Beyond Basics: Course Workbook for Clergy and 

Spiritual Teachers (Seattle: FaithTrust Institute, 2012), 12. 
 
15 Nedra Glover Tawwab, Set Boundaries, Find Peace A Guide to Reclaiming Yourself (New 

York: A TarcherPerigee book, 2021), 39. 
 
16 Tawwab, 40.  
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and activist Brandan Robertson calls the church to a “fundamental shift in posture and practice 

that calls communities to mirror the very posture of Jesus Christ, of whom it is written that he, 

being God in his nature, did not consider his equality with God something to be exploited, so he 

humbled himself, taking on the form of a servant. Therefore, God exalted him.”17 Robertson 

goes on to encourage us to follow the footsteps of Jesus. He states, “It is key that we 

acknowledge our position. Recognize, put a name to the privilege we possess and be willing to 

lay down said privilege for the sake of those who are pushed aside, ignored, disrespected and 

oppressed. When we do this, we allow the light of the Divine to impact us and our 

communities.”18 Robertson also reminds us that, “The call to be inclusive is a call to embrace 

the broad diversity of humanity.”19 With this in mind, I believe that we are called to consider a 

few things. Are we truly inclusive in our practices and norms? Do they include those who are 

oriented differently or are people expected to conform to the customs, even if it makes the other 

uncomfortable (as opposed to the customs of the church being adapted so that everyone feels 

welcome)? Leaders and members are challenged to work together to create an environment at 

churches so that no person is ignored, disrespected and oppressed.  

In The Art of Community, Charles Vogl defines community as, “a group of individuals 

who share a mutual concern for one another’s welfare.”20 Peter Block, in talking about 

community, offers, “The social fabric of community is formed from an expanding sense of 

belonging. It is shaped by the idea that only when we are connected and care for the well-being 

                                                
17 Brandon Robertson, True Inclusion: Creating Communities of Radical Embrace (St. Louis: 

Chalice Press, 2018), 2.  
 
18 Robertson, 2. 

 
19 Robertson, 77. 
 
20 Charles H. Vogl, The Art of Community (Holland: Dreamscape Media, 2016), 9. 
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of the whole that a civil and democratic society can be created.”     21 The church, as a gathering 

body, is a community that belongs to one another. In this belonging is the imperative, the 

invitation, to work towards creating a space where all are treated as if they are a part, that 

everyone feels cared for and has the opportunity to connect with others (in the way they choose 

or agree to).  

If we apply this definition of community to the church, we are a gathered body of people 

who have concern for others; this concern is not just for one’s spiritual welfare but also for one’s 

physical, mental and emotional well-being. What does it mean to be a community? How do we 

foster a thriving community, one where we are all respected, loved, where preferences about 

physical contact, touch and space are respected? It is important that faith communities establish 

and foster cultural norms that take these factors into consideration. Creating or re-creating an 

inclusive, safe and welcoming community invites us to evaluate current norms in our 

communities and assess if these norms are moving the community towards the intended 

impact.  

Human Resources 

Sources outside of the church can offer insight on ways to address consent issues. One 

in particular, the Society of Human Resource Management (SHRM), offers guidance through 

the lens of what behaviors are acceptable and unacceptable in the workplace. Inappropriate 

sexual conduct involves a wide range of behaviors. Below are some examples of prohibited 

conduct shared in Sexual Harassment Policy and Complaint/Investigation Procedure: 

● Physical assaults of a sexual nature, such as rape, sexual battery, molestation or attempts 
to commit these assaults, and intentional physical conduct that is sexual in nature, such 
as touching, pinching, patting, grabbing, brushing against another employee's body or 
poking another employee's body. 

● Unwelcomed sexual advances, propositions or other sexual comments, such as sexually 
oriented gestures, noises, remarks, jokes, or comments about a person's sexuality or 
sexual experience. 

                                                
21 Peter Block, Community: The Structure of Belonging (San Francisco: Barrett- Koehler 

Publishers Inc, 2009), 9. 
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● Preferential treatment or promises of preferential treatment to an employee for submitting 
to sexual conduct, including soliciting or attempting to solicit any employee to engage in 
sexual activity for compensation or reward. 

● Subjecting, or threats of subjecting, an employee to unwelcome sexual attention or 
conduct or intentionally making performance of the employee's job more difficult because 
of that employee's sex. 

● Sexual or discriminatory displays or publications anywhere in [Company Name]'s 
workplace by the [Company Name] employees. 

● Retaliation for sexual harassment complaints.22  

These guidelines can be used to help inform conversations about consent. Churches are not 

businesses yet there are certain professional boundaries that must be adhered to in work 

environments. People do not expect to receive physical contact, like hugs, from colleagues at 

work. However, for the protection and safety of all community members, there need to be some 

parameters around physical contact. For this to occur, there needs to be clear definitions about 

what is and what is not appropriate in our community. 

Most employers and organizations have clearly defined policies stating what is 

acceptable or not acceptable in the environment. Likewise, there is a person or department 

responsible for ensuring that these policies are followed and potential violations are investigated 

and appropriately addressed. Robert Small, a lawyer whose expertise is commercial law, in 

particular employment matters, states, “Merely having such a policy and a well-trained staff 

responsible for enforcing it is not enough when those at the top consider themselves and their 

peers exempt from such policies.''23 More than just policy, what is needed is a shift in culture. In 

the Human Resources world, professionals are having conversations about creating a culture of 

civility: “Such a culture, HR experts say, emphasizes respect and fairness for every employee at 

                                                
22 The Society for Human Resource Management, Sexual Harassment Policy and 

Complaint/Investigation Procedure, accessed May 31, 2022, 

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/policies/pages/cms_000554.aspx. 
 
23 Robert W. Small, Preventing Sexual Harassment Requires More than a Policy and an HR 

Department, accessed May 31, 2022, (Reger Rizzo & Darnall LLP Reger Report February 2022), 
https://www.regerlaw.com/preventing-sexual-harassment-requires-more-than-a-policy-and-an.html. 
 



15 
 

a company.”24 Even more, Fran Sepler, who's been hired by the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission (EEOC) offers,  

A culture of [civility] is one in which you expect to be treated as though you matter, [where] 
your employer values you and [where] you believe your work matters. This is not to say 
rudeness, abuse, unfairness and even harassment wouldn't happen but that you would 
know that it was not acceptable. If something happened that should not, you would feel 
confident to try to address it right away, without worrying about retaliation; you would know 
where to go for help, and you would trust that whomever you went to for help, they would 
take you seriously.25  
 

Communities of faith could benefit from working towards creating cultures of civility. 

An uncivil workplace is one where inappropriate behavior is either accepted or ignored 

because it has always been that way. Behaviors can range from yelling and berating to sexual 

harassment. Those who perform well get a pass on words and actions for which others would 

be reprimanded. Employees are uncomfortable, don’t believe anything will change or are fearful 

of retaliation if they report what they have experienced.  

Alisa Shorago, an attorney and owner of San Diego-based Shorago Training Services, 

which provides anti-harassment training, states that "Companies that have repeated complaints 

of harassment [or other misconduct] usually have a serious culture problem.”26  The same is 

true for the church. Acknowledgement of this is a start to creating a healthier culture. 

June 20, 2016 the EEOC released a study of Workplace Harassment; it was the 

culmination of 18 months of work by various experts to discover the cause of sexual harassment 

and how to prevent it. The report suggested that four ingredients must be present if an 

                                                
24 Small, Preventing Sexual Harassment Requires More Than a Policy and an HR Department. 

 
25 Small, Preventing Sexual Harassment Requires More Than a Policy and an HR Department. 
 
26 Dana Wilkie, “When HR Gets It Wrong: Misconduct Won’t Change Until the Culture Does,” The 

Society For Human Resource Management, July 20, 2017, accessed 5/31/2022,  
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/employee-relations/pages/hr-gets-it-wrong-4-.aspx. 
 

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/employee-relations/pages/hr-gets-it-wrong-4-.aspx
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organization stands a chance of truly ending the horror that is sexual harassment. These 

components are: 

■ Values. "Leaders actually have to believe that harassment [and other misconduct are] 
wrong," Chai Feldblum, Commissioner of the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission, said. "The chances of changing a culture are practically nil if the person 
at the top thinks that it isn't wrong." 

■ Authenticity. "Workers who hear leaders say something is wrong have to believe that 
the leaders are authentic," she said. "Employees hear leaders say a lot of things and 
they don't always see follow through." 

■ Situational awareness. Leaders can't wait for employees to come to them with 
complaints, Feldblum said. They must regularly check the climate at their company, 
perhaps by conducting anonymous surveys that ask employees specific questions 
about misconduct. For instance, she noted, studies show that upwards of 70 percent 
of employees who've suffered sexual harassment never lodge an official complaint 
about it. "You have to ask, 'Have you experienced any of the following behaviors?' You 
can't just ask, 'Have you experienced sexual harassment?' Lots of people don't call 
certain conduct harassment, even if it is." 

■ Accountability. Once a worker has reported misconduct to a supervisor or manager, 
that higher-up is "obligated to follow certain procedures—including connecting with 
HR," Feldblum said. "Managers who don't must be held accountable, and employees 
must see that they're held accountable."27 

Other spaces are struggling with similar challenges that the church is trying to overcome. 

We can learn from the research that has already been done. The principles and values that 

have been mined by the in-depth research of those in human resources can help the church 

become more like the community God desires us to be. 

How Things Are 

Touch 

Another space where there is frequent touch and concern about touch occurring in ways 

that are injurious is yoga classes. In a New York Times article, yoga studio owner Rachel 

Bratten inquired (on Instagram) if people had experienced touch (during a yoga class) that 

made them feel uncomfortable. Responses ranged from inappropriate advances to forced 

physical contact. Even more, a number of people shared their story on social media and in 

                                                
27 Dana Wilkie, “When HR Gets It Wrong: Misconduct Won’t Change Until the Culture Does.” 

https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/feldblum.cfm
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/employee-relations/pages/hr-gets-it-wrong-4-.aspx
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magazines in the hopes of changing the culture of inappropriate touch, but there was no 

accountability. Individuals have been and continue to use their power, unchecked, in yoga 

classes and in churches. These are both places where people expect to feel safe, and yet touch 

has been weaponized to create significant pain.   

Bratten also notes that, “While a conversation about touch and consent has been taking 

place in schools, churches, sports and medicine for some time now, the yoga studio remains a 

place where the simple act of unfurling a mat signals to many teachers — of good repute or not, 

of good intentions or not — that they can touch you as they see fit.”28 There is a bit of similarity 

between yoga classes and many churches; not just teachers, but attendees and parishioners 

behave in ways that demonstrate a belief that they can touch others how they want. Speaking 

more on the violations some have experienced in yoga, in many cases, Ashtanga yoga guru 

Krishna Pattabhi Jois made adjustments that were not about yoga, some former students say. 

“He would get on top of me, make sure that his genitals were placed directly above my genitals, 

and he pushed my leg down to the floor and he would hump me,” said Karen Rain, now 53. She 

goes on to say, “He would grind his genitals into my genitals.”29 Under the guise of 

modifications, Mr. Jois engaged in actions that at best were highly inappropriate and at worst 

assault. Sadly, like the yoga industry, individuals in church settings take advantage of 

opportunities and turn an action that is meant to heal into one that is scarring. Bratten said it 

best when she offers, “Physical touch can be absolutely, unbelievably amazing and beautiful. 

But why not simply ask a student if they feel the same, she suggested. It takes one second and 

                                                
28 Katherine Rosman, “Yoga Is Finally Facing Consent and Unwanted Touch.” The New York 

Times, November 8, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/08/style/yoga-touch-consent-
harassment.html. 

 
29 Rosman. “Yoga Is Finally Facing Consent and Unwanted Touch.”  
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the answer is yes or no. It’s not that hard.”30 This same principle applies to church; touch can be 

good; a hug can heal. The one offering just needs to ask the potential recipient first. 

Boundaries  

When we cross boundaries without permission, without consent, harm is done. Dr. 

Fortune, ordained minister and leader in navigating clergy sex abuse, provides further clarity: 

“Boundary violations occur when the boundary crossing is not in the best interest of the other 

and results in harm.”31 Anne Katherine adds to the conversation by offering that, “Occasionally a 

person might cross a boundary accidentally, just out of ignorance. This is called a boundary 

error. It becomes a boundary violation if that person disregards us when we educate them that a 

boundary exists.”32 Boundary crossings are a part of life and boundary errors are inevitable; in 

both these instances there is no to low risk of harm. Boundary violations, however, cause 

breaches in the community. On a small level this might lead to separations between individuals. 

On a larger scale, they can be quite disruptive to the life of the community. 

In Just Ministry, priest and educator Richard Gula shares that (in training settings) 

people have been resistant to the topic of boundaries, connecting it with division and exclusion. 

He offers, “Even though boundaries separate, they need not alienate…boundaries are the way 

we set limits that create a hospitable space wherein others can come in and feel safe with 

someone who makes room for them and accepts them.”33 Gula goes on to say, 

Boundaries that respect the person honor physical and emotional limits. We get chalk on 
our shoes when we invade another’s physical space by sitting or standing too close, by 

                                                
30 Rosman, “Yoga Is Finally Facing Consent and Unwanted Touch.”  
 
31 Marie M. Fortune, Healthy Boundaries 201- Beyond Basics: Course Workbook For Clergy and 

Spiritual Teachers (Seattle: FaithTrust Institute, 2012), 12. 
 
32 Anne Katherine, Where to Draw the Line: How to Set Healthy Boundaries Every Day (New 

York: Fireside, 2000), 77. 
 
33 Richard Gula, Just Ministry: Professional Ethics for Pastoral Ministry (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 

2010), 129.  
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making physical contact (hugging, “bear hugs,” or kissing) as a gesture of pastoral 
concern without asking permission…We can cross emotional limits…by commenting on 
another’s body and appearance.34  

Gula reminds us of the importance of honoring the wishes of others when it comes to another 

person’s personal and emotional space. I believe, in order for churches to best do this, there 

must be intentional conversations about boundaries. If not, parishioners will continue to stumble 

and fumble when it comes to respecting people’s limits.  

Gula also mentions a time in the church, in the 60s and 70s, when touching was 

important. He states, “In the church, touching became an integral part of worship. Revised 

sacramental rites implemented the imposition of hands, the liturgy included the greeting of 

peace, the washing of feet and in some communities, the joining of hands while praying the 

Lord’s Prayer.”35 These actions were acceptable for a time. Unfortunately, due to individuals 

abusing that which was meant to be healing, there has been a shift in the culture. I believe there 

is a way to recover and redeem that which was once helpful and beneficial. Recognizing that 

some may not desire touch and honoring their wishes, we can come to a place where those 

who do appreciate the healing possibilities of touch can be granted access to it. 

Community 

In his work The Art of Community: Seven Principles for Belonging, Charles Vogl, offers 

readers insights on the development of a healthy community. In particular he advises that 

leaders and community members need to be aware of unhealthy implicit values. He offers, 

“Unhealthy values are those that aren’t serving members and may even restrict connection and 

enrichment.”36 One place where the church needs to become more aware of possible unhealthy 

                                                
34 Gula, 131. 

 
35 Gula, 173. 

 
36 Charles Vogl, The Art of Community: Seven Principles for Belonging (Oakland, Ca: Berrett-

Koehler Publishers, A Bk Currents Book, 2016), 15. 



20 
 

implicit values is customs around greeting times. Everyone does not value physical contact. 

Some people may not want to hug or be in close proximity to others. Consequently, during times 

in worship, like passing the peace, welcome, or greetings, there may be awkwardness and 

discomfort. A way for us to get closer to eliminating these unhealthy implicit values is for 

communities to articulate values. Leaders and communities must clearly state the most 

important values: those that tie the community's members together. Many churches have 

covenants that talk about community values, how members commit/covenant to function 

together. This provides the possibility of a framework where the community adds to the 

covenant or the community creates a brief statement to work towards a culture where 

individuals ask for permission. This creates the environment for the discovery of one’s comfort 

with closeness before proceeding with any type of greeting or exchange that may cause the 

other to be uncomfortable.  

Socialization and Upbringing 

As we think about consent and creating a culture of consent, it is key to consider the 

impact of socialization and upbringing. Individuals enter a worshiping space with a myriad of 

experiences and backgrounds. The first messages people receive about consent are taught 

long before one enters a church. Dr. McGuire highlights that, “We don’t sit down and listen to 

lectures telling us harmful myths and lies; instead they seep into our consciousness through 

music, media, jokes and passing comments. Because they aren’t blaring, we accept them as 

“not that bad” and internalize the much larger and more severe messages they give.”37 Dr. 

McGuire invites us to consider the messages we have received and examine what we may have 

been taught consciously and unconsciously. Even more, children learn from what they observe. 

                                                
37 McGuire, Laura. Creating Cultures of Consent: A Guide for Parents and Educators (Lanham: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2021), 4. 
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We are encouraged to think about the lessons we are passing on to the younger generation 

and, where necessary, adjust them.  

Dr. McGuire goes on to say that we are all programmed to paint people, situations and 

scripts with far too wide of a brush and these brushstrokes create toxic stereotypes which harm 

not only the victims of prejudice but also those who internalize them.38 Many of us have 

received bad teaching and consequently need to replace messages that are toxic with 

messages that are healthy. Only in doing so will we be able to make room for the shift in cultural 

norms that is so desperately needed. It is especially important that we note the particular ways 

that women and girls are socialized. Karen Ross, former visiting Assistant Professor of 

Theology at Marquette, shares the story of an eighth grader named Kayla who was riding with a 

high schooler. The young man attempts to remove her shirt and she yells “No!” It is evident he is 

angry and frustrated as takes her home. The young girl becomes extremely apologetic. Ross 

notes, “While comprehensive sexual violence education curricula might not have necessarily 

prevented this encounter, it might offer a different narrative for young women like Kayla who are 

socialized to put the comfort and desires of others (primarily men and boys) ahead of her own 

safety, and her own flourishing.”39 While he was attempting to persuade her to do something 

she was not interested in doing, instead of standing firm in her decision, Kayla responds, as 

many women and girls do; she puts her wants and needs on the back burner and places  

others’ happiness ahead of her own. This pattern shows up in church; people, also frequently 

women, engage in physical interactions with individuals reluctantly or feel guilty when their 

                                                
38 McGuire, 8. 
 
39 Karen Ross, Megan K. McCabe, and Sara Wilhelm Garbers. “Christian Sexual Ethics and the 

#MeToo Movement: Three Moments of Reflection on Sexual Violence and Women's Bodies.” Journal of 
the Society of Christian Ethics 39, no. 2 (2019): 340, https://doi.org/10.5840/jsce201939238. 
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decision to communicate that they do not want to do something is met with a negative response. 

Cultures that center consent help us move towards norms where everyone considers their own 

wants and needs and respects those of others without diminishing their own. 

The toxic beliefs and cultural norms of individuals are commonly brought from their 

homes into the church and can create problems in the church. In an article entitled. Harasser in 

the Kitchen, When Sexual Abuse Culture Thrives at Church, Presbyterian pastor Ruth Everhart 

demonstrates how personal and cultural norms can collide to create a hostile environment in 

church. Everhart shares, “In the church kitchen, Big Joe had created an environment that 

served himself.”40 The culture at the church allowed for inappropriate behavior to occur. Though 

it initially seemed innocent and harmless, it was not. A parishioner at the church demonstrated 

multiple boundary breaches.  

First, he was ‘too familiar’ with guests at the soup kitchen, calling them pet names like 
buddy, honey and sweet cheeks. Secondly, he told dirty jokes, and if that wasn’t bad 
enough, he pulled others into the situation; the more uncomfortable the person was, the 
bigger the laugh. Thirdly, he cornered the associate pastor, grabbing her wrists and kissing 
her. Lastly, he ignored the procedures communicated by the administrative professional; 
when corrected by the associate pastor, he exploded and threw the keys at the associate 
pastor.41  
 

The things that often seem innocent are sometimes the initial signs of and the building blocks to 

create norms that cause harm to members of the community. This story offers an opportunity for 

the examination of the norms of our communities. This case study prompts us to explore the 

norms in our communities of faith, to see if there are trends that permit certain individuals or 

groups of people to be abused or marginalized.       

As we reflect on culture, it is important that there is some dialogue about rape culture 

and how it affects the culture of the church. Drawing from Emilie Buchwald’s work In 

                                                
40 Ruth Everhart, “The Sexual Harasser in the Church Kitchen: When a Culture of Abuse Thrives 

within a Congregation.” The Christian Century, 137 no 2 January 15, 2020, (2accessed May 31, 2022. 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/features/sexual-harasser-church-soup-kitchen. 
 

41 Everhart, 29. 
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Transforming a Rape Culture, rape culture is defined as “the set of beliefs that encourages male 

violence against women. In a rape culture both men and women assume that sexual violence is 

a fact of life, inevitable as death or taxes.”42 The concepts that inform this way of thinking and 

being do not stay outside of the church building; they permeate our engagement with one 

another inside the church as well. This set of beliefs fosters cultures that make women and men 

more vulnerable to being abused. In Is Nothing Sacred? The Story of a Pastor, the Women He 

Sexually Abused, and the Congregation He Nearly Destroyed, Marie M. Fortune states that 

something could have been done to curtail the damage done by the pastor:  

The fact that complaints of criminal conduct were brought and investigated should, in and 
of themselves, have alerted the memberships to the seriousness of the situation. But the 
lingering unspoken assumption that women frequently cry rape falsely in order to get men 
in trouble prevented many from comprehending the significance of this piece of 
information.43  

Beliefs and norms that disregard anyone's complaints, especially ones as serious as those 

levied by the victims, cannot be tolerated. The unspoken assumptions that fostered an 

environment that was hostile for these women and permitted further abuses to occur is 

dangerous, not just for women but for the entire community. If everyone is not safe then no one 

is safe. 

Crystal Shepherd, mental health practitioner and former seminarian, issues a challenge 

and indictment that, “The church, by not couching the biblical narrative in context, becomes 

complicit in the perpetuation of norms that can and often do lead to the subjugation and abuse 

of women. To adequately address this, the church must move away from the view that women 

are sinful in nature and must be ruled by men.”44 Her words offer that part of the work of 

                                                
42 Emilie Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth, Transforming Rape Culture (Minneapolis: 

Milkweed Editions, 1995), 8. 
 
43 Marie M. Fortune, Is Nothing Sacred? The Story of a Pastor, the Women He Sexually Abused, 

and the Congregation He Nearly Destroyed (Eugene: United Church Press, 2008), 88. 
 
44 Shepherd, Crystal. “A Word From a Seminarian: Freeing Tamar: The Church's Response to 

Rape culture” Review & Expositor, 112 no 4 Nov 2015, 519, https://doi.org/10.1177/0034637315611384. 
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dismantling rape culture and moving towards a culture of consent is evaluating and critiquing 

what we are teaching. The Bible is full of examples that create opportunities for discussion on 

consent. The question is how do these conversations proceed: are they full of victim blaming 

and shame or is there acknowledgement that what happened was wrong and the wrong needs 

to be righted (justice, correction, etc.)?  

Concluding thoughts 

In churches, it’s not just the “people at the top and their peers” that think they are exempt 

from policies and norms that promote ethical practices; there are “ordinary” individuals who 

believe they can have access to whomever or whatever they want. There also seems to be a 

lack of awareness of the policies about how people are expected to conduct themselves in 

church. I believe what could be immensely helpful is having open dialogue about the kinds of 

physical, verbal and non-verbals that are acceptable and appropriate. The policies must also 

move beyond only covering certain groups in the church. Most church policies involve the pastor 

and her or his interactions with parishioners and adult interactions with minors. This exposes a 

gap: there is a need for formal policies that affect the parishioners and their interactions with 

one another. 

Based on the conversations I have had with people and the boundary violations they 

have experienced in church, many faith communities share some similarities with the qualities of 

an uncivil workplace. People do not feel comfortable communicating about boundary violations, 

may not know who to tell when a boundary violation occurs or don’t believe anything will 

change. It is heartbreaking to think of the church, God’s house, as a place that is uncivil, where 

people are far too frequently harmed and have their boundaries violated. A movement towards a 

culture of consent could help the Church become more civil and more like Christ.   

A way forward is to explore a framework for teaching so these violations do not occur, a 

framework in which the biblical narrative is taught and preached in ways that are liberating 
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instead of oppressive. Even more, the community of faith can benefit from highlighting how 

biblical narratives can move the church towards a culture that centers consent. 

  



26 
 

Chapter Three-  

Methodology 

The purpose of this project is to get a clearer understanding of what people know and 

think about consent, to gather data on the kinds of experiences people have had: What are 

people observing or being told? What kind of teaching are people receiving, directly or indirectly, 

on the topic of consent. The perspectives and experience of laity and clergy leadership will be 

captured. I administered surveys and performed interviews that I have designed to capture 

people’s level of understanding about consent and boundaries as well as create a space for 

participants to share boundary violations they might have witnessed or experienced.  

A survey was created using Google Forms and distributed to church attendees. Church 

attendees were interviewed as well. The survey link was shared with ministry colleagues, and 

individuals in my personal and professional circles. The survey link was also shared via social 

media. Hard copies were available. To protect confidentiality, individuals could complete the 

survey via hard copy. They would receive a stamped and addressed envelope. Upon 

completion, they were asked to fold the survey, place it in the envelope and seal it; then deposit 

the envelope in a USPS mailbox or at a post office. The survey was distributed with the goal of 

getting at least 25 responses. I also performed seven face-to-face interviews. Prior to the 

interviews, participants received the Informed Consent form to sign and return. Prior to 

recording, those being interviewed were asked if I had their permission to record and I reiterated 

that what was shared would be kept confidential. The interviewees were asked the same 

questions that are on the survey. Interviews were done via Zoom and recorded. They were also 

done by phone.   

Additionally, I distributed surveys to and interviewed pastors. The purpose was to gather 

information on the kinds of experiences with boundary violations pastoral leaders personally 
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encountered, to understand whether leaders have received training about consent and 

boundaries, and to see if their training (or lack thereof) might impact the frequency or their 

willingness to discuss and/or teach about consent and boundaries. The intent was also to 

assess leaders' frequency of discussing issues pertaining to consent and boundaries. I 

surveyed 30 pastors/leaders to vet their interest in being interviewed. I connected with a clergy 

colleague to increase the probability of diversity; my goal was to interview at least one 

LGBTQIA+ leader. The results of these surveys and interviews form the basis for the creation of 

a discussion guide to help congregations talk about ways we engage with one another and how 

we might foster environments that center consent and where all people feel safer and 

respected. 

Given the sensitive nature of some of the questions, those who were interviewed were 

sent the informed consent in advance of our phone call or zoom. Prior to beginning the 

discussion of the interview questions, I reiterated that some of the questions are sensitive in 

nature. Interviewees were informed that they could choose to not answer a question, and at any 

time they could choose to no longer participate in the interview.  

Findings 

As I shared earlier, it was my intent to create a discussion guide that might facilitate 

open conversation on the topic of consent. This guide will be shaped based on information and 

experiences shared by church attendees and those in leadership. Four methods of data 

collection were used: survey completed by attendees, survey completed by those in pastoral 

leadership, interviews conducted with attendees and interviews conducted with attendees. 

Survey of Church Attendees 

One methodology I used to gain insight into these experiences was distribution of a 

survey to church attendees, which can be found in Appendix A. Those who attend church or 
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have attended church were asked to respond. The survey was distributed via Facebook. Also, 

friends and colleagues shared the survey with their networks. Efforts yielded 55 completed 

surveys.  

The first four questions pertained to demographics. The age of respondents are as 

follows: one was 18-25, six were 26-35, eighteen were 35-45, twelve were 46-55, nine were 56-

65, and nine were 66+. Fifty of the respondents identified as female, four identified as male and 

one identified as alien hybrid.  Forty-seven of the respondents identified as African American, 

seven identified as Caucasian, and one responded other. One respondent identified as Catholic, 

three identified as unaffiliated and the remainder (51) identified as a participant in a Protestant 

denomination.  In response to Question 5, How do people in your religious community greet 

each other? (When they gather in person, during worship, during meetings, etc.), there 

was variety. Some prefer a hug or handshake. Some responded that they would like a smile, 

nod or no touch greeting. One person acknowledged that the pandemic had an impact on their 

preference; they were more inclined to a fist bump, sanitized handshake. One person stated, “A 

head nod is the first option before a hug unless a relationship has been established.” A number 

of people mentioned speaking or a verbal exchange alone was their preference while others 

were comfortable with a smile, wave or a side hug. One person said, “If I know them, a hug. A 

fist bump or elbow touch. Always with a greeting and a smile, even if no physical contact.” 

Another person stated that they prefer a hug from fellow members but would like to be 

introduced to new members. One respondent shared that they greet with, “A purposeful silly no-

touch greeting like a curtsy or a salute.” People were more inclined to give a hug to those with 

whom they had a close relationship. People have different preferences when it comes to how 

they like to be greeted.  

In response to Question 6, Have you ever felt uncomfortable with a greeting? 47% 

said yes while 53% said no. Question 7, those who responded yes, expressed discomfort 

describe things like a hug that was too intimate, uninvited, and an invasion of personal space. 
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Someone described a greeting as being overly welcoming or intrusive. Also, the list of 

uncomfortable behaviors included no eye-to-eye contact or cheerfulness. Responses included 

statements such as “It wasn't friendly at all.” One person noted “feeling pressured to hug 

strangers when I was younger.” Another stated an unexpected hug from a man they didn’t know 

well. Yet another stated, “As an introvert, the passing of the peace was always a chore.” A 

couple of people expressed discomfort with having to stand and speak; there was appreciation 

for the acknowledgement of their presence, but they did not want to be the center of attention. 

Verbal comments have caused discomfort. A respondent shared, “Older men at church making 

crass comments about my body/attire while going in for a hug.” One person shared, “A newer 

male member decided to hug me and rub my back because he had seen another male member, 

which I had a close relationship with, do the same countless times.” Another shared, “The 

‘church hug’ may have not been uncomfortable if it happened during the passing of the peace, 

however, this happened unprovoked at a time before service in the fellowship hall. I was able to 

strongly and loudly comment my disapproval of the situation to the male member.” Others 

expressed that greetings were unexpected, uninvited and were intrusive. Examples include: 

“The hug was too intimate; it wasn't a friendly hug” and “The uninvited hug and invasion of 

personal space whether that is the aggressive handshake or the somewhat forceful nudge and 

shoulder tap to stand when you’re a visitor and they know.” Additionally, a couple of 

respondents reported physical contact beyond what they were interested in such as an elder 

attempting to kiss them on the lips when they were only offering a hug.   

In response to Question 8, Have you ever witnessed or been made aware of 

someone being touched in a way that appeared to make them uncomfortable, 42% said 

yes 58% said no. Question 9, those who responded yes, described what they witnessed or were 

made aware of by sharing a variety of stories. Things were offered like, “The person was too 

close” or “A man was hugging a woman inappropriately.” A number of people responded that 

they had witnessed or heard of unwanted hugs and kisses. There were hugs that lingered too 
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long, that were too touchy feely. One person stated, “A man was trying to calm down a woman 

who was angry about something that happened at church and when he placed his hand on her 

shoulder, she snatched it away and told him not to touch her.” Another stated, “Some people 

don’t like to be hugged if they don’t know you.” Someone else shared, “A pastor going out of his 

way to hug a lady that appeared to be trying to ignore him.” A respondent shared, “The pew-

sitter dude lingered too long, squeezed too much and called me ‘fine’ in the vestibule. I politely 

pushed but he laughed. I got church elders involved. I don’t know what they said but I don’t 

care. He runs away from me now.” Others shared, “Tense body language, odd look in another 

direction, facial expression of unpleasantness.” Another person disclosed, “Many occurrences 

as a child with adults within the church. Happened to a close family member as a child.”  

Responses to Question 10, When asked what was your response to what you 

witnessed or heard, varied as well. Nine people responded that they did not tell anyone; some 

simply said they did not tell. Others did not tell for a reason like, “I didn't know anyone there 

other than my family.” Someone else shared that they, “Didn’t say anything especially since I 

was a child.” One person said they were discouraged from speaking up. Another respondent 

offered, “They already knew. Pastor's son was the Youth Pastor.” Another respondent revealed, 

“Attempted to intervene some but not all times.” Those who said something reported to various 

people. Two reported it to leadership. Three told a peer. One responded that they “ran 

interference.” Another “Told another man and suggested a conversation on how to hug 

properly.” Yet another told the person who initiated contact (when they experienced 

misconduct). One shared that on the occasion they witnessed inappropriate behavior, they 

asked the person, who was visibly uncomfortable, if they were ok: “I immediately addressed it 

with them (sic) in the moment letting him know that his comments were inappropriate and 

uncalled for. I then shared what I witnessed with the Pastor.” One respondent shared, “I was 

asked to meet with leadership along with the parents.”  
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In response to Question 11, Has your church or church leadership talked about 

appropriate or consensual touch, 85.5% said no and 14.5% said yes.  

In follow up, Question 12, asks if the answer was yes, what was discussed; there was 

diversity regarding what was communicated and why. One respondent shared that the 

communication was pertaining to health and safety: “During the pandemic it was advised not to 

hug.” One person shared that consent was discussed in a sermon (no specific details on the 

content of the message or the text). Someone else shared, “That it would not be tolerated in the 

church and amongst members.” One person shared, consent had been discussed to address a 

specific issue: “Not to the congregation as a whole. I assume they discuss [sic] individual 

circumstances as they come up behind closed doors.” One person expressed, “As an active 

member I’d appreciate knowing how they feel about it.” Other respondents shared the 

importance of asking before engaging in physical contact with others. One stated, they have 

discussed the “Do and don't of [sic] the opposite sex” while another shared, “what is deemed 

appropriate and consensual touching.” One respondent stated consent was discussed when it 

comes to the number of adults working/ engaging with children or youth.  

A variety of responses were given to Question 13, what words or phrases come to 

mind when you think about consent and church. There were a number of responses that 

involved permission:  

● “Permission, Ask, don't assume.”  

● “When I think of consent I think of expressed verbal permission”  

● “Giving permission to complete a task. Church is a gathering of the body of Christ 

building a relationship with God & each other” 

● “Permission, conversation, questions and answers, vulnerability, more please!” 

● “Permissions [sic] may I help you can I give you a hug” 

● “Asking for permissiin [sic]” 

● “Permission, respect” 
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Other responses include, “Consent needs to be given at ALL times.” Before engaging a person, 

ask questions like, “Is it ok if I hug you? “Is it ok if I… Do you mind if… May I…” Some 

participants gave responses like “love of God, accountability and responsibility” and “honor one 

another as God's beloved children.” Others shared responses around physical contact. 

Responses like “Laying on of hands. Touched by the spirit,” and “Greet with a holy kiss being 

misused.” A few answers spoke more specifically to expectations of how people should treat 

one another in church: “Be Godly and in order” and “Don’t disrespect one another. Church is a 

gathering of the body of Christ building a relationship with God & each other.” Others used 

words like “boundaries,” “appropriate space,” “conversation,” “questions and answers,” 

“vulnerability,” “more please!” Also offered were “Appropriate/ Inappropriate” and “Don’t do it.”  

Even more, there were responses to Question 13 that had strikingly negative 

connotations. Respondents shared: “Priests. Scandals,” “Entitlement, manipulative, obtuse”. 

Some were more positive: “Friendly and welcoming but not encroaching on someone’s personal 

space.” Another response was: “Before children enter a classroom, they have different choices 

in how they wish to be greeted by a handshake, big smile, wave etc and that would be 

something maybe the church could consider.” One respondent shared: “Pastor weekly: “Let’s all 

Greet one another with a holy hug and kiss.” Grumpy lay leader: “If Pastor is telling us how to 

hug, I’ll just turn away when it’s time to greet.” A friend and first-time visitor shared, “That lady 

wouldn’t Peace-Be-With-You me! She must be a racist!” 

In response to question 13, What words or phrases come to mind when you think 

about consent and church, strong feelings were evoked in some respondents. One shared, 

“NEEDS TO BE TAUGHT. Churches often don’t understand the prevalence of trauma and its 

impact on people and how to create safe spaces.” There were those who shared they never 

thought about it. One person responded, “I honestly never thought about it, I always grew up 

having to hug literally everybody. It wasn’t until I was probably a teenager that I stopped 

hugging and just would wave, smile, and say hello.” Others shared, “Not sure? Never really 
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thought about that?” “It has never come up, at church or in my mind,” and “I've never thought of 

consent in the context of church.” Two respondents did not see the connection between church 

and boundaries: “They don’t belong in the same sentence'' and “I don’t think about consent in 

the context of church.” 

Survey to Pastors 

 The second methodology I used to gain insight was distribution of a survey to be 

completed by pastors. The survey can be found in Appendix B and was distributed primarily via 

social media (Facebook). Also, friends and colleagues shared the survey with their networks. 

Efforts yielded 55 completed surveys. The first four questions pertained to demographics. The 

Age of respondents: three were 26-35, nine were 35-45, twenty were 46-55, thirteen were 56-

65, nine were 66+, and one did not respond about age. Thirty-five of the respondents identified 

as female and 20 identified as male.  Forty-eight of the respondents identified as African 

American, four identified as Caucasian, two identified as Hispanic/ Latino and one responded 

other. One respondent identified as Catholic, one chose not to answer, the remainder (53) 

identified as a participant in a Protestant denomination.   

Responses to Question 5, How do people in your religious community greet one another 

(when they gather in person for worship, meetings, etc.), varied. They included waves, 

elbow bumps, smiles, fist bumps, hugs, handshakes, and nodding of head with a warm greeting. 

Respondents shared, “We greet each with a greeting of grace and peace, Bro., Sis., Deac., 

Pastor, etc.” and “Full-bodied hugs, handshakes, and sometimes kisses on the cheek.” There 

was an awareness that not everyone is interested in a greeting that involves touch: “There is a 

small majority that prefers no physical contact.”  

A number of people shared that the pandemic impacted the way their congregation greets. One 

offered, “Today fist bumps for the most part, due to the pandemic. However, we are (still 

masked) cautiously moving back to embracing each other but prior to the pandemic we were 
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definitely huggers; some even kiss [sic] on the cheek.” Another replied, “Since Covid the 

congregants have been blowing kisses, waving hands to say ‘Hi,’ if they are masked they hug 

each other, and fist and elbows bumps” and “Varies. Less physical contact post-Covid.” 

 Responses to Question 6, How do you prefer greeting people in a church setting 

(Includes but not limited to when being greeted at the door by ushers, passing of the 

peace, welcome, etc.), varied. For some, nonverbal and non-physical greetings were preferred: 

“A wave is enough” and “a head nod.” Others prefer a smile. There were other responses like, 

“Saying Hello,” “Grace and Peace,” “Greetings My Brother or Sis,” “Good morning, Hello." One 

said, “Hello verbal is great.” When it comes to physical greetings, some just want to fist bump or 

shake hands, while others prefer hugging: “I prefer to hug individuals in the congregation.” 

Some shared they allow others to lead. One respondent offered, “It depends on the comfort of 

the person. Sometimes they will be greeted with an embrace while others it will just be a verbal 

greeting.” Another shared, “I read body language first, high bow, men handshake, and if they 

move in for a hug, I ask.” The level of relationship impacted the chosen form of greeting. A 

couple shared the following responses: “Hugs for people I know well, smiles for others”. “I say 

hello if it’s someone I’m very friendly with I give them a hug but most of the time [sic] smile, say 

hello and sit down”. For one person, gender impacted their choice of greeting: “Shaking hands 

(with males) and a hug (with females)”.  

In response to Question 7, Have you ever felt uncomfortable with a greeting, 65% 

said yes and 35% said no. Those who responded “yes” were asked in Question 8 to describe 

what made them feel uncomfortable. One person shared, “I felt overpowered when I was 

hugged by a much larger male.” A couple of people shared ways in which their boundaries were 

crossed and someone had entered their personal space: “It was a hug that invaded my personal 

space and felt intrusive” and “Someone touched my hair.” For one, they sensed an untoward 

Intention and shared, “Sometimes hugging men that clearly want more from the hug.” In a 

couple of instances, there was physical contact much longer than desired: “Person lingered too 
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long hugging, bad breath, body odor, forced closeness,” “hug too long, kiss too wet” and “I have 

been hugged too intimately for too long. I have also been kissed without consent (on the lips 

AND cheek AND forehead).” Others shared, “An older member hugged me so hard and his 

sticky [sic] cologne was all over me. So yes very much so” and “People overly friendly, thinking 

they can hug strangers.”  

There were responses that communicated some Interactions that felt forced:  

“It was [sic] hug that felt forced” 

“A male pulled me close with force. NEVER again.  

“I have had a couple occasions where women have turned their heads at the last minute to turn 

a cheek kiss into something on the lips. I have also felt uncomfortable with men who have 

shaked [sic] my hand in a way to indicate that they are gay”  

“While passing the peace, a man would hug me, take a deep sniff of me, and tell me how good 

or delicious I smelled. That happened numerous Sundays.” 

For a few respondents, there was a lack of welcome: “I had visited many church [sic]. 

Some of the members and ushers did not greet me at all. They just looked at me and didn't say 

anything. I felt as if I did not belong at the church. It was very cold!” Another shared: 

“Another time a Deaconess, having just come from prayer time with about 5 other 
Deaconesses came into the Sanctuary. I said hello to all of them, one Deaconess looked 
me up and down with a snarl on her face and turned her head away from me. Later that 
morning, during passing the peace, she came back to me and shook my hand with a 
huge smile on her face and said "good morning." I guess she thought I didn't (see) her 
first expression towards me that morning.” 
 
In response to Question 9, What words or phrases come to mind when you think 

about consent, people commonly shared permission and agreement. Respondents frequently 

expressed verbal agreement, with replies like, “Spoken approval,” “Ask, yes, no, and if not an 

enthusiastic yes, it's a no.” “Permission, concern for the other, personal space, respect.”  

Other responses include: 
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● “Agreeing to perform a task which does not make one feel uncomfortable” “May I shake 

your hand. May I hug you? may I touch you? (and keep it to safe zones)” 

● “Permission, invitation” “Permission granted before closeness allowed” 

● “Love, happy, friend” 

● “Consent prevents violence. Consent etiquette vanishes in church communities.” 

● “It should be clear and if not err on the side of restraint and extended boundaries” 

● “Legal issues. Something happened. Protecting personal space.” 

● “Respect. Safety. Trauma informed.” 

● “Boundaries, don’t cross the line” “Motives and Boundaries”.  

One person responded none. 

 Various responses were given to Question 10, What kind of training have you had 

about consent and boundaries. Fourteen people responded no, little, not sure or minimal. 

One said, “There has been no ministry training, I am just aware of how much we assume is 

okay when it comes to greeting. I became more sensitive during pregnancies and found it odd 

that people would touch my body/belly without my permission.” Another said, “No professional 

training, rather cultural norms.” Others shared, “None officially, more so led by the Holy Spirit 

along with the God given gift of discernment” and “No formal training. Common sense.”  

Those who have had training received it from various places. A couple of respondents 

received training in seminary: “Training at LTS and boundary training as a school teacher and 

completing a boundary training course that enables me to teach boundary training.” Another 

shared, “I had boundary training (2 days' worth) while in seminary”. Seven shared they had 

received training through their denomination. One said, “Professional boundary development 

training by my denomination, also in personal counseling.” Another shared, ”The UMC requires 

all clergy attend Healthy Boundary training every couple of years. I have not had any training 

focused on consent.” Some reported having engaged in professional training but did not 

specifically state where: “I went to many workshops and trainings focusing on consent, setting 
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boundaries, and how to implement both.” Another offered that they had done “Classes, and 

organizational training'' Even for those who have received training, it did not always specifically 

address consent. One shared, “Boundary awareness for clergy focused on lots of different 

areas but not consent.” Another said, ”Some, but limited to the corporate world.” There were 

additional responses offered. One person stated, “that we as ministers should set boundaries 

(about) what we will not accept regarding our personal space. Even how late to call me unless 

it's an extreme emergency. When meeting in my office either having a witness, or leaving the 

door ajar so if there is anything less than honorable, someone is able to witness. Try not to visit 

a man alone in his home, take a deacon with you or another minister, so that you do not give 

the appearance of evil.” 

 In response to Question 11 What have you taught or communicated (directly or 

indirectly) about consent to those who have come to your church, one offered a response 

of “yes” and six responses were a form of nothing: not applicable, nothing, none, nothing really. 

Other responses were, “None, but I will soon,” “Nothing formal” “I’ve not done that as of yet but 

am thinking about such a theme” and “I haven’t. Another person stated, “I don’t think the 

opportunity ever came up.” Others shared, “Have not formally taught or communicated” and 

“Informally suggested asking permission.” Two replied they are not able to do so at this time: “I 

am not in that position to do so” and “I don't have a church, but when I was active in church 

communities I never participated in (and was never invited to) any consent training or 

conversations. I have heard ministers imply that somehow consent can be given without words 

(by one's style of dress, for example).” More responses on what clergy taught or communicated 

that share commonality are grouped below by category. 

These responses pertain to boundaries: 

● “Our congregation basically respects the boundaries established by each member or 

guest.”  

● Setting boundaries are important and necessary 
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● “Boundaries are acceptable and needed”.  

● “That boundaries should be respected and no one be made to feel uncomfortable.” 

● “Respect for my personal boundaries” 

● “Being a usher once taught me to have boundaries with people”. 

These responses pertain to consent and permission 

● “That someone should ask permission to hug you.”  

● “From an informational and picture perspective always ask consent. In terms of physical 

touch I attempted to model respect people preferences and don’t take it personal if 

they're not into those kinds of greetings.” 

● “I have given training to staff and volunteers on consent and boundaries. I have taught 

that you must get consent from all who come to the church. I taught that we cannot take 

anyone or anything for granted and must get permission from all persons that enter the 

building.” 

● “No, is a good answer. If it isn't an enthusiastic yes, it's a no. No answer, is an answer of 

no.” 

These responses pertain to safety 

● “The Church ought to be a safe space.” 

● “We tell volunteers in the training and talk to kids in the programs about being safe and 

letting people know if they don’t want a hug.” 

These responses pertain to empowering people to do what makes them feel comfortable 

● “If I feel uncomfortable I will let an individual know. I also know that some people are not 

verbal about being uncomfortable. I have expressed to some By asking are you okay. I 

have no problem with stepping back.” 

●  “We try to give options so people can find their own place of comfort. We also have 

people in leadership at various levels of comfort which helps reinforce that it is ok to 
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make choices.” “Yes, when I welcomed the guests I made sure to ask them to indicate 

how they wanted to be greeted” 

● “In counseling, I explain certain ground rules, where in most cases, what is said stays 

between myself and the counselee, but in the event of sharing about abuse or suicidal 

ideation, I have a responsibility to report such things. Equally, I try to sit a comfortable 

but discreet distance from all counselees, and make sure they’re comfortable”. 

● “Informed them of my comfort level, stood afar, quickly moving away”. 

These responses pertain to asking: 

● “Asking doesn't hurt. Don't assume.” 

● “I have taught that touch is by invitation only.” 

● “The communication between us as a congregation is the teacher essentially. Operating 
in the unconditional love of God will have an effect on whomsoever may come into the 
church. It's either received with open arms or not at all. At other times it's a work in 
progress as a person begins to trust in God more they may open up more depending on 
how deep any trauma or hurt goes along with belief standards or teachings. If that 
makes sense.” 
 

● “To read the room, ask”. 

These responses don’t fall into a particular category: 

● “We do not needlessly expose the infirmities of others, do not share information 

regarding individuals without their permission and/or gossip.” 

● “I have [sic] necessarily taught, but if another brother gets long winded while our hands 

are still in "shake" mode; I give a Pentecostal grip and heavy pat on the back followed by 

a thunderous BLESSINGS BRO!” 

● “If you have an issue come see me first then will go together to see the Pastor.” 

● “Nothing is really taught in my current situation. sometimes it is the way the person 

carries themselves that you can determine what is acceptable and what is not.” 

● “Watch yourself and the impression that you make by your actions”. 

● “To respect everyone’s personal space.” 
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● “To be honest, I've never looked at it from this perspective before.” 

 In response to Question 12, When asked, have you ever witnessed or been made 

aware of someone being touched in a way that appeared to make them uncomfortable, 

67% said yes, 33% said no. It is important to note that leadership witnessed touch that 

appeared to make someone uncomfortable far more often than attendees. There were two 

follow up questions. Question 13, if yes, how many times have you witnessed or been made 

aware of someone being touched in a way that appeared to make them uncomfortable? 

Twenty-nine respondents left this question blank. Five responded once or twice. Six responded 

a few times (3-5). Three responded on numerous occasions (more than 5). Twelve responded 

option 1. [There was an issue with this question].  

The second follow up, Question 14, if the answer was yes, share what you witnessed or 

heard. Responses were as follows: 

What people have witnessed: 

● “Seeing people's faces when hugged without permission” 

● “One member said that another, older man, always tries to kiss her on the cheek when 

he greets her.” 

● “I’ve witnessed kissing in the mouth instead of the cheek several times”  

● “Women being touched inappropriately during hugs.” 

● “A hug or touch on the arm without consent”. 

● “I have seen people bristle when hugged”. 

● “Body language and moving away from a person. A Person saying "do not touch me”. 

● “I have seen way too many handsy men in church”. 

● ‘People hugging Forman [sic] extended time or hbe [sic] seen people roll eyes or make 

an awkward face when hugged.” 

● “Boob squeeze hug”. 

● “A person rubbed up against them. Someone touched them without their consent.” 
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● “Heard comments about her beautiful legs in the presence of youth”. 

● A gentleman in church being the over zealous [sic] female hugger and kisser”. 

● “People hugging, squeezing or kissing people, and being resisted yet they continue to do 

it”. 

● “Someone grabbing someone’s butt”. 

● “Too much hugging and whispering”. 

● “Touch inappropriately rubbing back touching fingers”. 

● “Hug too long or comments made associated with the hug”. 

What people have been told: 

● “Was told by one member that another member was uncomfortable.”  

● “Only heard about incidents from other individuals.” 

● “Aside from the man who constantly sniffs me, in another church, I was aware of our 

female musician (who was probably in her forties at the time) being molested or raped 

by a peer of mine (we were in our late teens/early twenties). I heard about it a while after 

it happened.” 

● “I did not have this experience in my church, but I have had women and men from other 

churches come to me and share their stories of people in the church that made them feel 

uncomfortable by the way a person looked at them, hugged them, and touched them,” 

● “I was told how a male embraced them in a way that felt sexually inappropriate,” 

Personal experiences 

● “I personally was touched in an inappropriate way by a church member.” 

● “I have experienced sexual harassment”. 

● “I didn't witness it. I was the victim of sexual advances as early as my twenties.”  

● “As a woman minister, I also experience a lack of awareness about personal boundaries 

when people talk to me - they feel at liberty to touch or hug me, especially when they 

see me as nurturer or pastor.” 
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Responses that involve children 

● “ALL THE TIME - I see children grabbed (in affection or with discipline in mind) without 

their consent”. 

● “An elderly man walked up to my 8 year old daughter and told her how pretty she is, 

grabbed her arm to pull her towards him while asking her if she’d like to be his wife”. 

● “A young lady in a church I served about 18 years ago came to me and let me know that 

the male youth choir director rubbed against her purposely several times during a 

‘private’ session”. 

● “I've witnessed youth being told to "Give Mr. ABC a hug" The young person clearly did 

not want to embrace and looked annoyed.” 

● “I was made aware of a child who was 5yrs old revealed at age 17 that she was raped in 

the bathroom during a service, while her grandmother sent her to the bathroom alone.” 

Other responses: 

● “Yes I have.  

● “Among leadership mostly”. 

 Responses to Question 15, when asked, in each situation, what was your response 

to what you witnessed or heard, responses varied. Below are some of the responses that 

were shared: 

● “I basically told her to greet him with a handshake and use that as a means to keep your 
distance from him. Personally, I feel that the man does not kiss a woman in any sexual 
way as he is the type of person who demonstrates his kindness through this action. I 
have also observed him not attempting to kiss any woman who keeps their distance 
when greeting him. No one in the congregation feels that he is overstepping any sexual 
boundaries because he simply shows others he cares about them through a simple hug 
or a kiss”. 

 
● “I spoke to the member and then spoke to the congregation about personal space” 

● “I spoke with the member that was touched inappropriately and followed up with the 

perpetrator.” 
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● “No response to the kissing on the lips and the other situation, I began to teach the 

importance of never sending a child to the bathroom alone, even in church.” 

● “Listen, approach, ask for expectations, conversation, inform and correct behavior.” 

● “I may make my presence known by walking near the situation. I have a certain posture.” 

of letting someone know without saying that I see you. I may speak to the person and 

ask them what’s going on. Give them some relief.” 

● “I will often intervene in problematic interactions with children by calling the child over to 

me instead. I have not explicitly responded to anyone who has violated me. I am also a 

survivor of child sexual abuse by a clergy person, so I have lots of baggage about 

reprimanding people on my own behalf.” 

● “I shared the situation with a mature seasoned saint, (female) but never reported it to the 

pastor's superintendent or bishop. I lost respect for the person and I suffered in silence, 

giving it to the Lord. Eventually God healed me.” 

● “A number of one on one conversations.” 

● “I would tell them to speak with their pastor. I have also told some to notify the police.” 

● “Aren’t we adults and don’t we know better?” 

● “In my situation, I froze and gave no corrective response (my trauma response). For the 

musician who was raped, I did nothing, as the Pastor knew and took action. I didn't feel 

that it was appropriate to reach out to her as it was a while later and I didn't want to 

intrude on her privacy or trigger her trauma.” 

● “Written reprimand.” 

● “Let’s go address the person.” 

● “I recall an incident where I did nothing. I also recall an incident whereby I said to the 

hugger "it's a practice of ours [the org] to ask first.” 

● “Parents were contacted. Choir director was fired. Authorities [sic] contacted, which 

revealed to us that there were complaints about him going back for years.” 
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● “One on one conversation with those who didn’t like it. Letting them know it’s ok to say 

no thank you.” 

● “I usually offer support or I have told someone about it. I have made sure that someone 

is aware of what I’ve witnessed.” 

● Several had no response 

● Three responded n/a 

● Five responded with one on one conversations 

In response to Question 16, when asked How (if ever) have you brought attention to 

consent, boundaries or appropriate touch (For example: a sermon, Bible study or other 

one-on-one, small or large group setting), nineteen people reported that they had not ever 

brought attention to consent, boundaries or appropriate touch. One shared, “Never in those 

ways. But I've thought about how often Jesus touched without consent.” Another stated, “I 

haven’t. I don’t think the opportunity ever came up.” While another shared, “I have not done it. I 

spent many years as a Youth Minister and wish I had better information to have shared with 

them.” Eight shared that they addressed it in sermons. Five brought attention to the topic in one 

on one conversation and four through Bible study. Three addressed consent and boundaries in 

large or small groups. Two people shared consent is a part of their training: “Formal leadership 

meeting/training; church meetings in particular regarding youth ministry or interaction” and 

“Every Church leader received training around boundaries and ministerial ethics.” Another 

shared, “I bring this topic to the attention of our consistory every year and also have addressed 

it in our Bible study.” Yet another shared that they have “Given workshops training for leaders, 

times in Bible Study where it has been included, times when it is mentioned in context of 

pastoral announcements”. Two did so in meetings. One replied they discussed consent in 

workshops. Another brought attention to the topic via leadership training and two through 

conversations. Two talked about it on social media: ”Conversation about it on Facebook live; 

individual conversations; referrals to counseling resources.”  One person shared, they brought 
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attention to consent discussing “known abuse in religious communities.” One person responded 

they had brought attention to the topic via all of the aforementioned methods (sermon, Bible 

study, one on one, small and large groups). A few communicated in ways in addition to 

examples: “All of the above, and retreat trainings, workshops, and webinars” and “Sermons and 

one-on-one about respecting children's need to be active in worship but not on touch.” One 

person replied, “Sermons, boundaries, the removal of my presence.” Yet another shared, 

“Again, I have trained the staff and volunteers in the church. I have used resources on consent 

and boundaries. I used the resources in small group settings. I would also have resources such 

as booklets or pamphlets on consent and boundaries available in church for all to take for their 

information.”  

In response to Question 17, when asked How ready do you think your congregants 

are to talk about consent in church? Eleven responded Very ready (They are ready to 

engage in dialogue and excitedly move towards acting in ways that honor people’s space and 

demonstrate consent). Twenty-four responded Ready (They are open to dialogue and likely to 

embrace movement towards talking about and behaving in ways that honor people’s space and 

demonstrate consent). Eleven responded Not ready (They have not discussed, prioritized or 

expressed interest in discussing at this time). Twelve responded unsure (I need to have 

conversations with congregants to know where they stand on this matter). Three responded 

other. 

Interviews 

 I performed 12 interviews; five were laity and seven were with pastoral leaders/ clergy. 

Theses were conducted to get more detailed responses  

Interviews of attendees 

I interviewed five church attendees. As it pertains to questions one to four (which are 

demographic-related) the ages of the interviewees are as follows: 1 was between 26 and 35 and 
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four were between 36 and 45. All interviewees are African American. Four are females and one 

male. All described themselves as Protestant.  

Responses to Question 5, When asked how you prefer greeting people in church settings 

(Includes but not limited to when the ushers greet folks at the door, during the passing of 

the peace, etc.), varied. They range from waving or smiling, to speaking to physical contact like 

handshakes and hugging. The level of relationship as well as the state of the relationship also 

had an impact on the greeting. One person shared, “Speak. I’m a hugger. I acknowledge 

people. The people I know I give a hug”. Another said, “Depends on the level of connection. I’ve 

been in the same church family for 30+ years. Handshake, wave, hugs and kisses depending 

on the level of connection. Ideally, verbal- say hey. Just acknowledge my presence/ humanity.” 

Another offered their preference: “Handshake, It depends on if we’re friends outside of church. I 

have family members; we are not familial and I prefer them not in my face. Everyone in church 

is not of the Spirit.” The interviewee doesn’t want bad energy: “People don’t want a hug, they 

want to feel me. 1 out of 10 I will hug”. A couple of responses demonstrated Covid’s impact on 

their preferred greeting. One shared, “Before Covid I would accept a hug (depending on the 

person), hello, smile, God bless, guidance to my seat. I wouldn't hug people I don’t know. I’m 

not fond of touching people I don’t know. If I get a bad vibe, I don’t want you in my space. 

People have been judgey towards me; I have five children out of wedlock. if you said something 

negative about me, don’t try to hug me.” Yet another shared, “I greet people how I greet people 

anywhere. I have grown to understand that I don’t have to be different in church. Good morning. 

Formality, use of titles, how familiar I am with you. Hey Gurllllll! Certain groups get hugs, familiar 

get hugs”. The respondent offered that those they are not familiar with get a handshake, “With 

Covid days, fist bump or elbow bump.” 

In response to Question 6, When asked, have you ever felt uncomfortable with a 

greeting (e.g.. with a hug, kiss, etc.)? Question 7, If yes, what made you feel this way? 

(What did the person say or do?), two replied No. Others shared experiences like, “Leaving 
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cologne/ perfume, spit, pulling close to kiss, rubbing my back too low, giving googly eye when 

grabbing my hand and holding too long. Trying to force eye contact”. The respondent also 

shared still smelling the person after leaving. One interviewee shared, “It has made me want to 

sit in the pew in the back of the church during the passing of the peace.” Another interviewee 

shared that people have ‘started something’ right after the sermon, particularly about who they 

hug. This interviewee also expressed feeling bad energy, feeling depressed, confused: “People 

leaving their Spirit on me, regardless of how I felt when I came in.” One initially responded they 

had not felt uncomfortable with a greeting; after thinking for a few moments, they followed up 

with, “The people who have said stuff to my mother or indirectly to me about my life. My 

godfather makes me feel uncomfortable. He’s a flirt. He makes comments like with cho sexy 

self. Not appropriate to say to someone you’ve known since birth. You can hug me then get in 

the pulpit and tell me I’m going to hell.”  One shared, they are not comfortable with contact from 

males with which they are not familiar, meaning they do not have a relationship. One 

interviewee shared, in particular, “a minister acting familiar, offering hugs and kisses or an old 

deacon I’m not familiar with who is offering hugs or kisses”. 

In response to Question 8, when asked, Have you ever witnessed or been made 

aware of someone being touched in a way that appeared to make them uncomfortable? 

all of the interviewees responded yes. Question 9, If yes, describe what you saw/ were made 

aware, a couple of people shared unsolicited or unwanted physical contact: “Rubbing back 

while holding very low, ogling various individuals, the music minister of the church (music 

director) looked like they were caught in the act of doing something inappropriate: zipper open, 

buttoning up something. Walked up to a person real aggressive like they wanted to fight, 

threatening. A younger person poked an older person aggressively.” Another shared, “I 

witnessed people receiving hugs; they did not want to be embraced. Hands on shoulder or back 

and they didn’t want to be touched. One shared, “A young lady mentioned being sexually 

molested in the church she grew up in. It occurred a long time ago. She was sharing this in a 
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preaching setting, at a conference.” Another shared that her godfather said to her mother, “I 

noticed her legs before I noticed anything else.” She goes on to say, “If my mom isn't saying 

anything, who am I?” This Interviewee also shared that she was COGIC (Church of God in 

Christ) until she was 18 or 19. This person shares, “I was made aware of a lot at a young age. I 

would attend conventions.” The interviewee began to discuss a ‘rape baby.” The interviewee 

revealed, “A close girlfriend’s mother was raped at a convention.” Another interviewee recalled, 

“I’ve heard stories about deacons and ministers who have been accused of that. Very early in 

attending I was told to watch out for this one and that one. I didn’t say anything; kept it as 

information for myself. I was under the assumption this wasn’t a known fact but it is a known 

fact. The church knows one incident…the church was able to have it disappear. There was an 

allegation by a young lady’s parent (she was under 18). The church made it go away. The 

person has gone on to be the senior pastor of another church. The person was protected by the 

entity. I understand why people look at the church the way they do. You can’t put yourselves on 

a pedestal.”  

Responses to question 10, when asked What was your response to what you saw or 

heard? (ex. Told a leader, told a peer, didn’t say anything), were mixed. Some of what was 

shared happened a while ago. The interviewees were not in a position to do anything. The one 

who heard something and was able to do something stated, “I comforted the person.” They also 

shared, “I started to watch and co-signed what I was told. The person went to the priest and 

their complaints were brushed off. After other people experienced things and complaints were 

made, something was said to the offender. It was years before the staff person was dismissed.” 

Another stated, “I didn’t do anything, mostly because I was unsure of the signs I was reading. I 

don’t know if it was in general; I don’t do PDA (public displays of affection); I have no desire to 

be touched by anyone”.  

Responses to question 11, when asked, Has your church or church leadership talked 

about how appropriate or consensual touch, all of the interviewees replied no. One said, 
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“Nope! We say the Our Father in the middle of service holding hands. We’re now doing it with 

raised hands. Before, certain people would jockey to certain locations for safety reasons. I 

position myself next to family or friends, on the end or go to the bathroom. Passing the peace 

(prior to Covid) people started doing the peace sign”. One respondent stated that conversations 

held after the fact, after something seemingly inappropriate has happened. They also noted 

observing the pattern of behavior (of certain suspicious behaving individuals). Other replies 

were “Not explicitly, not that I can think of” and “I cannot recall there being a conversation, 

sermon, bible study, meeting.” One interviewee shared that they are aware of an in-service with 

church leadership about appropriate touch. It involved ministers, deacons, and trustees. Another 

interviewee shared “No. We were given classes about sex ed. when I was about 15 or 16.” One 

person shared they were younger so they wouldn’t have thought about it: “Didn’t have it. I am a 

woman. I have no voice.”  

Question 12, If your church or church leadership has talked about appropriate or 

consensual touch, what was discussed, had no responses. 

Responses to question 13, when asked, What words or phrases come to mind for 

you when you think about consent and church, varied. One responded, “May I greet you this 

way? How would you like to be greeted? Do you like to be embraced?” One said “Loaded.” 

They shared, “I went to Catholic school. I was taught that priests are men too. My mom told me, 

‘No, these are men; you don’t have to bow and worship them. No matter the denomination, they 

struggle with flesh.’” The respondent also shared, “Only so much I’m going to consent to. Not 

consenting to hurting my person or disrupting the calm of spirit or soul.” Two others shared they 

had not really thought about consent and church: “Honestly nothing, I don’t think about the word 

consent and church together'' and  “Never really thought about it.”  An interviewee shared that 

their concepts of consensual touch are informed by their upbringing: “You get to decide who 

gets to touch you and who doesn't. My dad said ‘No sitting on men’s laps.’” This has resulted in 

them being very conscious about interactions with men. This person shared, “Greet one another 
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with a kiss? NAH. I’m not comfortable with that. I don’t bang with church people like that. They 

funny. I watch y’all. I see how y’all move. I don’t fool wit’ cha people like that (said to her pastor). 

It’s nothing I’ve ever thought about before.” Another offered, “No is no. If I ask for personal 

space, I should be allowed it. Respect my (boundaries) not just in church.” They went on to 

share picking up from the story on the rape that resulted in a child, “Rape is one thing, then the 

father is allowed to see the child. My mom would keep me close.”’ They shared about partying 

at the conventions and forced touching. People turned an eye on the activities of higher ups. 

“People can say anything they want to you.” The environment was described as cultish: “Men 

are superior, women are lower on the totem pole.” The interviewee shared that they had heard 

stories of women going to a man’s room, and it being said that they tempted this man. In 

another instance, they heard about the husband getting the check from the wife, then the 

husband gives her an allowance. They described abusive treatment of women; they witnessed 

firsthand a man beat his wife in the basement with a hanger.  

Pastoral/ Clergy Interviews 

I interviewed seven clergy who in the past or currently serve in pastoral ministry. 

Questions one through four are demographics. They are as follows: five were ages 26-35, one 

was 46-55 and one was 56-65. Three are male, two are female, one trans-male and one trans-

female. All of the respondents were African American. Interviewees were from diverse 

Protestant traditions. 

Responses to Question 5, How do people in your religious community greet each 

other? (When they gather in person, during worship, during meetings, etc.) were similar to 

the surveys. Some were verbal while others were physical. One person shared, “Handshake, 

hug, Hey sis/ hey bro, a hugging church.” Some still hug if there is a relationship, hey, fist bump. 

Joking, family type church. Praise the Lord, verbal greeting of hello, acknowledgement that I  



51 
 

see you. Pre Covid-19, greetings were a smile, stretch out hands for handshake, and hugging. 

We are still greeting by name, peace be with you. People will say, "Are we hugging?" Low risk 

bodily contact, fist/ elbow bump first. Now, because of masks people wave, elbow bumps as 

people come in.” One interviewee shared, “Milling, clustering, saying hello, waving, people in 

the narthex greeting. Some hugs, handshakes, and waving. Greet with perceived kindness. Part 

of fellowship greet [sic] hug.” One shared how a title or position might impact the greeting one is 

given. They stated, “Greeting as protocol dictates: High office greetings are more intimate, 

leaned in. People tend to overcompensate. Bishop, overseer, senior pastor, guest or stranger- 

extend hand for shake.” This interviewee shared, “The goal is to communicate that everyone is 

welcome.” They added, “The challenge is that we know outsiders. Based on attire, pants, 

dresses, array of character blends in with the culture and order of the house.” One interviewee 

shared that “Letting everyone know they are welcome to worship the God we preach and 

promote is the goal. Pre-pandemic greeting was a hug or handshake. Now, social distance is 

respected.”  

Responses to Question 6, How do you prefer greeting people in church/passing the 

peace? (Includes but not limited to when the ushers greet folks at the door, during the passing 

of the peace, etc.) varied. One person shared, “If the other person is someone I am familiar 

with, I will go in for a hug. If the other person is unfamiliar, I will offer a handshake and check the 

person’s body language for openness to a hug.” Someone else shared, “I would prefer to talk.” 

Others shared that they prefer to shake hands, hug, say hello. Another person shared, “When 

greeting, I ask explicitly, “Can I have a hug?” One respondent offered, “It depends on how well I 

know the person and what I know about the person. I will start with eye contact and a cheesy 

smile. If the person is clutching belongings, I won’t reach out.” Another offered that they 

“reciprocate the lead of the other person.” One shared, they state, “I would love to hug you but if 

the person does not seem comfortable with physical contact, I will not force the issue.” One 

interviewee shared, “If I'm the pastor, I put on a pastoral greeting role; meet people where they 
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are. I am happy to slip in and slip out early to avoid it all together. When shaking hands I offer a 

one handed- hand grip, no two-handed grip.” Another interviewee shared, “I am in the deep 

south. I am accustomed to hugs. I ask people. I look to see if someone leans in.” One 

respondent described themself as a Liberation trans theologian who stated, “I do not assume 

that everyone adheres to the culture of hugging. I identify that and I ask them. I am cautious 

with a male. I don’t want it to be perceived that I am doing anything inappropriate.” This 

interviewee shared the importance of building relationships and knowing the comfort level of the 

other person. 

In response to Question 7, Have you ever felt uncomfortable with a greeting? Five of 

the seven said yes, they had felt uncomfortable with a greeting. One said no. One person 

shared, “I trained myself to receive whatever type of greeting I am given.” This respondent 

wonders if (during hugs, some) men were trying to press against my breasts. For those who 

may be engaging in improper touch, they stated, “I Identify you are hugging me through a fleshly 

(place).” This interviewee described these situations as “learning opportunities for individuals.” 

Question 8, Those who responded yes, were asked to describe what made you feel 

uncomfortable. Various experiences were shared. One disclosed, “I was preaching at a 

church, and a young lady stood in front of me and asked for my number to pray outside of 

church.” The interviewee shared, “It was evident that her interests were not of a spiritual nature.” 

Another offered, “You go in for a hug and they partially pull away and have a conversation in 

your face- bad breath, bodies pressed together.” Another interviewee shared a similar issue 

stating, “People will side hug and only partially let go so the two of you are face to face.” One 

interviewee shared, “The challenge is backing away without being rude or dismissive. Finding a 

good balance of honoring my need for boundaries without diminishing them.” An interviewee 

shared feeling like people are “Performing greetings.” They stated they have told others, “You 

don’t have to do this.” Even more, this interviewee talked about exchanges in the greeting line: 

“For a young child who is small, I will squat and ask the child, would you like a high five 



53 
 

handshake hug or none. I tell the child ‘It’s ok if you don’t want to.’ I believe in agency over their 

body without shaming parents. I meet them on their level and give them the option.” Another 

interviewee divulged, “Precovid, I extended my hand, lost balance and fell into the person. I 

played it off as a hug. The person was not a hugger, I violated his boundaries and made him 

uncomfortable.” This interviewee also shared, “Church kiss that came too close to my mouth for 

my comfort.” Another interviewee offered, “When I go to other places, people are very touchy, 

touching in sensitive areas. Being hit on the back when preaching, talking, holding you on the 

shoulder.” The interviewee shared that people sometimes touch the lower back and they do not 

like that; they worry that someone might touch their butt. They shared, “I would prefer to initiate 

a hug. For control, I would feel safer.” The interviewee shared, “People will say anything, 

comments have been made about my body. Things like ‘those pants sure was looking good on 

you.’” The interviewee shared, “Men and women make comments.”  

In response to Question 9, What words or phrases come to mind for you when you 

think about consent, there was a common theme of permission; six of the seven respondents 

used this word. Other responses included, “Yes and no, I do not like it when…starting a 

conversation to let someone know you are uncomfortable” and “Protection/ coverage from 

potential incidents/events.” Another said, “warning.” Someone offered, “Sex was the first thing 

that came to mind.” Another shared, “Permission granted before closeness allowed.” Further 

responses include, “boundaries, professional, relationship, informed, without (consent).” Other 

responses include, “autonomy, agency, choice, boundaries/harm can happen when there is no 

consent, protection, care and community, not forcing people” and “comfortability, acceptance, 

boundaries.” 

Responses to Question 10 What kind of training have you had about consent and 

boundaries, varied. One simply stated “not much.” Another shared, “None in the religious or 

ministerial. I have participated in trainings in child abuse and sexual harassment for church and 

non-profit business.” An interviewee shared that they had been a recipient and facilitated 
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training. Another stated, "I previously worked in a hospital setting, and had formal training with 

HIPAA laws, inappropriate touch, and an annual verbal de-escalation training was mandatory.” 

Also, due to their engagement with the Human Resource ministry, they helped their (senior) 

pastor find potential candidates (for employment). Furthermore, an interviewee shared that 

there were informal conversations regarding children and youth ministry. “We use parental 

informed consent needed to protect the church for youth participating in church-sponsored 

activities. I also coordinate training for those working in the nursery.” The interviewee also 

shared that they address concerns of possible abuse that is reported. One respondent reported, 

“I have training on consent, condom negotiation and sex education; it is a part of my full-time 

employment or day job.” Three shared that they engage in mandatory training as a part of their 

denomination. One interviewee shared: “Two-day, 6-hour mandatory workshop presented by 

the presbytery.” They shared that this training explores boundaries and a good amount of time 

is spent on consent. This person also shared having training on consent when they worked at a 

hospital in the role of chaplain. Another shared they had boundary training every 3 to 5 years; 

however it rarely focused around consent: “Usually the focus is on don’t steal money, have sex 

with parishioners, youth and safety. Consent-based boundaries are more robust.” The 

interviewee added, “There needs to be discussion of social media training and boundaries. 

Discussion of consent would reform how we engage boundaries.” The interviewee shared, I 

engage in annual ministerial conduct training and ethics. I have also taught on the subject.” This 

interviewee went on to share, “There is a difference between confidential and secrets. We do 

not keep secrets, we keep confidentiality.” The interviewee shared, “My training remains up to 

date both professionally and ministerially.” They went on to share, “Based off what I practice, I 

preach and teach. Have I ever broken them? Yes. I called myself out, held myself accountable 

and apologized (to the person I wronged).”  

Responses to Question 11, What have you taught or communicated (directly or 

indirectly) about consent to those who have come to your church, the responses were 
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mixed. One person simply responded yes. One person shared, “I have taught that if something 

makes you uncomfortable, say something. If someone makes you uncomfortable, be around 

others. If an officer makes you uncomfortable, let the next most senior person know. When you 

do stuff with people, be in an open space. If you can’t be in open space, take someone with you. 

Men, don’t be alone with a woman. Otherwise, be in an open space, so nothing is left to 

interpretation.” Another shared about issues with people entering the church and setting off the 

alarm: “A number of people had keys to the church and items were missing. In response, a list 

of leaders who needed keys was created and recipients of the keys had to sign consent.” 

Additionally, this interviewee spoke about communication with individuals and families for 

funerals regarding use of the facility: “In an effort to protect the property, those seeking to use 

the church must complete and abide by documentation that communicates that the church is not 

liable for outside food. Renters are required to complete consent forms for building usage so 

people are clear that there is no liquor or secular music on premises. Additionally, during the 

shutdown and stay at home phase of the pandemic, there were learning pods for students in the 

area. Parents and guardians had to sign consent forms so their children could engage. 

Clearances were required of adults offering supervision and guidance.” The interviewee went on 

to share: “Anytime we hire or retain a volunteer, those exposed to confidential material- pastor 

and members information- they must sign off that they won’t discuss or disclose information. If 

they do so, they will face disciplinary action or termination.” 

Three shared what they had taught as it pertains to one-on-one encounters with people:   

“I haven’t taught much. For the ministers, I have communicated in reference to speaking with 

people and praying. Ask for consent to pray. When talking or touching, ensure that the other 

says yay or nay. I have not said anything about public space. If I meet with a woman, I have 

another person. With a couple, I have a senior. Having another person is important so I don’t 

leave out beat up. I probably should make adjustments for men and male-presenting.” Another 

person shared, “I still adhere to how I was taught: not in an enclosed space with someone of a 
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perceived opposite gender. Have a third party and, if possible, leave the door open.” Another 

interviewee offered, “There are areas I won’t touch, I will get another male to touch their chest 

and place my hand on that man’s hand. I don’t want to interrupt what someone is there to 

receive. If a male pastor is called to pray for a woman, I have been called to be a surrogate for 

the women’s comfort.” The interviewee shared a desire to be “Mindful of my boundaries and 

boundaries of others for the comfort of all parties.” The interviewee shared, “I serve as a 

national altar minister. I usually train from a binary perspective: male-male, female- female. I 

teach about the appropriate way to allow someone to fall out: Let someone fall into your chest, 

guide the person to the floor with arms. I show where and how to touch, getting consent. I have 

felt uncomfortable when I don’t get consent and you're handling me in ways I don’t feel 

comfortable.”  

One interviewee shared “Someone visited for Maundy Thursday and I directed people to 

ask for permission before hand washing.” This interviewee also shared, “Greet others as 

relationship permits, in a way that both parties are comfortable.” They also told parents who 

encourage, “don’t cajole children into placating adults; no forced hugs or high fives.” One 

interviewee shared, “All people are welcome, all behaviors are not. We do not demonize people 

in cancel/throw away culture. Separate the behavior from personhood. Disrupting the culture of 

wrapping up identity with behavior.” 

In response to Question 12, Have you ever witnessed or been made aware of 

someone inappropriately touching another person (doing or saying something that 

caused someone to feel uneasy or uncomfortable)? one person stated they had not 

witnessed nor had been made aware of inappropriate touching, the remaining six interviewees 

responded by sharing what they witnessed or were made aware of. 

There were no responses collected for question 13, If you witnessed or had been 

made aware of someone being touched in a way that appeared to someone 

uncomfortable, how many occurrences had you been informed about or observed. 
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 Question 14, If so, what did you witness or hear? Question 15, In each situation, 

what was your response to what you witnessed or heard? (For example: no response, 

one-on-one conversation, written reprimand or warning): Another shared, “At work, a man 

kept grabbing himself. A woman kept trying to leave and he was blocking her exit. I intervened.” 

This person also shared, “I heard a pastor was engaged. He took his hand and placed her-- his 

fiancé’s-- hand on his crotch. He exposed himself while driving. The fiancé was very 

uncomfortable. Someone was called in to mediate the situation.” Another shared, “Just two 

Wednesdays ago a guy at the church made a comment about a girl’s butt. He brushed up 

against the girl. She went off. Last Wednesday, I observed people standing too close. I didn’t do 

or say anything because I wasn’t sure if the other was uncomfortable, but I felt uncomfortable 

because I don't enjoy closeness unless I invite it.” The interviewee shared, “I said something to 

the man, ‘You know you wrong; you need to chill.’ I didn’t say anything to the young lady.” One 

interviewee shared ‘Among leadership mostly.”  

I followed up with the survey respondent who shared “aren’t we adults and don’t we 

know better?” This statement was in response to an adult who was staring salaciously at their 

teen daughter and her friend. One interviewee shared, “An event was taking place in the 

fellowship hall. An older man said something very inappropriate to a young woman.” The 

offender minimized the young woman not wanting to be greeted or touched. “I called him on it. 

He tried to play it off. Nothing happened to the person, and he proved to be a predator; 

something else happened and action had to be taken.” Another story shared was a staff person 

who was dealing with a community member. The interviewee felt uncomfortable about the 

comments that were made, the way they were speaking. The interviewee observed that this 

person doesn’t speak like that when they are in the room. The interviewee intervened: “We don’t 

speak like that here.” The person stopped coming when she said something about her 

unacceptable actions. The (offended) person felt believed and supported in what she was 

experiencing. Interviewee offered, one can “Be polite without having to endure discomfort. 
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Someone is saying something is not ok. Disrupting (unacceptable behavior) before it escalates. 

Calling out behavior.” 

An interviewee shared, “A guest preacher ended his sermon, and opened the doors of 

the church. The preacher had a reputation for outing people and outed me. The preacher asked 

to pray for me. He didn’t get consent to know how to pray for me. He put oil on my forehead; 

that is a no no.” The interviewee stated, "I try to teach and model ways that respect people’s 

privacy.” They offered, as an alternative to the harmful actions they have witnessed and 

experienced, “Holding hands, whispering prayer in ear. People often break confidentiality, and 

pray in the microphone.” The Interviewee goes on to say, “Lean in and say, what can I partner 

with you in prayer. Altar music should be playing and singing, to drown out what the concerns 

are of those asking for prayer. The one praying can then tell how they want to be prayed for. 

Ask how they want to be prayed for. Praying for something you can’t see and calling sin. We 

traumatize people when we do not know how to get consent and stay in the boundaries; we 

cause trauma.”  

Responses to Question 16, How (if ever) have you brought attention to consent, 

boundaries or appropriate touch? (For example: a sermon, Bible study or other one-on-

one, small or large group setting), were wide-ranging. One responded they have explored the 

topic in small group settings and group teaching on appropriate behaviors. It has also been 

discussed amongst peers and between young people and adults. One person offered. “It is 

important to communicate to another what makes you uncomfortable.” They have also 

discussed what to do after you leave the threat. Another offered, “I explored the topic by 

discussing known abuse in religious communities.” Yet another shared, “During a staff meeting, 

I reviewed appropriate touch and verbal interactions.” One interviewee stated, “We have Pink 

and Purple Sunday in April. Events around Sexual Assault, IPV month and Breast Cancer 

Awareness. These events take place the 4th Sunday in October and one Sunday in April.” 

Another shared they brought attention to the topic through sermons, talking about Jesus asking 



59 
 

for consent. It is also addressed when training greeters and church culture: “What does it look 

like to move around in coffee hour? The interviewee also offered, “Respect the child who wants 

to run around and doesn’t want to hug you.” Another shared, “Putting things in writing.” They 

shared having had to lead an investigation and explore how they could have handled the 

situation differently before or after. Another disclosed they bring attention to the topic in one-on- 

one with team members: “In meetings there’s space on the agenda, which offers an opportunity 

to know if I’m leading effectively.” They mentioned courageous conversations (on record or off 

record) and creating an opportunity to make sure the Holy Spirit of clarity has shown up. The 

interviewee shared the importance of connecting to make sure boundaries are in line. The 

interviewee shared. “The meeting is an opportunity when I need to expound on something.” One 

interviewee disclosed, “You shared something and I felt outed, I’m not looking for an explanation 

or apology, I wanted to let you know.” It was shared that attention was brought at the passing of 

the peace. “We incorporate language around options and encourage people to make sure the 

person you are greeting agrees with what’s chosen.” One interviewee shared that the game-ify 

greeting time and offered that they teach that the person with a more sensitive level of touch 

should lead. One interviewee shared having talked about consent in sermons, identifying where 

it is absent and where it shows up in the text. They also have mentioned it in passing. They 

said, “Repeating it multiple different ways to help it stick. Like food coloring keeping dropping 

consent into the “water.” 

Responses to Question 17, How ready do you think your congregants are to talk about 

consent in church, varied. One replied other; the respondent is no longer serving in pastoral 

ministry. One stated Unsure: “The way we’re moving now, thinking as we go. Moving forward in 

finding ways to educate congregation and community.” Two responded Ready. One offered, 

“Not really an opportunity to deal with it. But if it was brought to us, people would embrace 

putting practices into place that would help people feel safe.” While another shared, “They are 

ready for conversations that might reveal that they are not ready to do the difficult work, to face 
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difficult truths.” The interviewee described the congregation as conflict averse. They shared, “A 

young Black person, who is a recipient of services that the church offers, seems to be struggling 

with a mental illness. He does things like challenge the pastor during preaching. People do not 

know how to handle him; they take him to the narthex. The congregation is left leaning. Some 

open and others not.” Three responded very ready. One said, “We’ve tipped at it, tapped on it. 

Familiar and open, ready to learn, say and do more. They’ll be able to pull something from it. 

Add to what they already have.” Another interviewee stated, “Essential for a church that values 

diversity and inclusion, to live out that we must respect people’s values and boundaries. Looks 

like giving options at passing of peace. Introverts and extroverts (space to recharge), how 

people with mobility differences might want your help.” Another interviewee shared “Part of 

standard for new members orientation, CLIP (Christian Life Integration Program). Members 

must reapply. What are your skills? Are you still interested in being a member? No one is a 

member until an application is on file and (they have) 90 days for CLIP.” They went on to say, 

“When I go into church, these are standard, these teachings are necessary. I look at church as 

an institution and liability. Those working in church can be sued.” The interviewee shared, 

“Someone can feel the spirit, sprain their foot and now they are ready to sue. Consent is very 

important, it is a need of the church and what they can offer.” They concluded with, "How can I 

make church more inclusive? Training in consent and boundaries.” 

Analysis 

The responses shared are startling, disheartening, overwhelming and disconcerting. So 

much can be drawn from what was shared by survey respondents and interviewees. They offer 

striking insights on permission, the ways in which clergy and laity are having similar experiences 

and how polarizing perception and the importance of consent can be. One observation I made 

was that most respondents, both church attendees and leadership, think of the word 

“permission” when it comes to consent and church. There is a lack of clarity about what 
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activities in church people believe they need permission. Based on the responses, cultural 

norms and assumptions seem to override asking if a certain action is permissible. The data also 

reveals uncertainty as it pertains to how people know they have permission. For some it may 

involve asking the person. For others, there is a belief that consent is implied; those who enter 

into the space are consenting to the rules of the house. Other people are making their 

determination based on body language and for others it is based solely on the previous 

interaction. There is another group who is doing what will satisfy their wants and needs.  A 

number of respondents shared that, when meeting a person for the first time, they check by 

asking or body language to see what kind of greeting the other person is interested in receiving. 

That is a good starting place; however, experts remind us that part of consent is the ability to 

change our mind45. Just because someone hugged or kissed you during your last interaction, 

does not mean that they are interested in the same interaction the next time. With this in mind, 

people need to consider, though it may potentially be awkward, that they need to get permission 

each time they interact with someone. 

Both attendees and clergy shared the myriad of ways in which people have crossed 

boundaries. Some violations were in the words that were spoken while others occurred via 

actions: contact that was unwanted, too close and for too long. Richard Gula refers to the ways 

we, “Get chalk on our shoes when we invade another’s physical space by sitting or standing too 

close, by making physical contact.46” As I look over the experiences that have been shared, 

there seems to be chalk all over the place. People have had their boundaries violated verbally 

and physically. Instead of boundary crossings, which are often a part of what it means to be a 

part of a community of faith, these responses represent a small sampling of boundary violations, 

                                                
45 Laura McGuire, Creating Cultures of Consent: A Guide for Parents and Educators (Lanham: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2021), 13. 
 
46 Richard Gula, Just Ministry: Professional Ethics for Pastoral Ministry (Manwah, NY: Paulist 

Press, 2010), 131.  
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people engaging with others in ways that are unwanted. These types of violations do not 

coincide with fostering the safe space that people desire the church to be. 

Most who engaged in the surveys and interviews, both those in pastoral leadership and 

attendees, had not thought about consent theologically. I imagine this is why one person stated 

that “Consent and church do not belong in the same sentence.” If one does a quick Google 

search of consent, the results most commonly yielded pertain to sex. However, consent is not 

limited to how we interact with our intimate partners; it impacts numerous areas of our lives. 

Though the word does not show up in the Bible, consent (and a lack of consent) is found 

throughout the Bible. There are quite a few places where touch occurs and where boundaries 

are crossed and violated. It would be beneficial to bring clergy and laity together to discuss what 

happens in these texts, what lessons we can learn from what occurred in the text, and what we 

need to consider so that we might implement practices that support our faith communities in 

striving towards being with one another in the ways our Creator calls us to.  

The way some were dismissive of behaviors that invaded the personal space of another 

is troubling. An example of this is a respondent who shared, “Some are just overly friendly. They 

mean no harm but they have no problem invading your space. I would start with their posture 

and heart towards welcoming and to be aware of the other person's body language.” The same 

could be said of the man Ruth Everhart talked about in The Harraser in the Kitchen, When 

Sexual Abuse Culture Thrives at Church. Everhart states, “In the church kitchen, Big Joe had 

created an environment that served himself.”47 The person’s intent may or may not be positive. 

What matters most is the impact one person’s actions can have on another. The intent doesn’t 

matter much if the impact is negative, and, positive intent or not, the harmful action should be 

addressed directly so that the offender can change their behavior. 

                                                
47 Ruth Everhart, “The Sexual Harasser in the Church Kitchen: When a Culture of Abuse Thrives 

within a Congregation.” The Christian Century, 137 no 2 January 15, 2020, accessed May 31, 2022. 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/features/sexual-harasser-church-soup-kitchen. 
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It is also disturbing to read the number of people who are ignoring people’s 

communication that they no longer want to engage with another. Reading and hearing the ways 

in which people, in spite of pulling away and clearly stating they no longer wanted to engage in 

a hug or some other form of physical contact, are being forced to engage with another against 

their wishes is frightening. These individuals need to be informed that their behaviors are 

unacceptable. I would invite them to self-inquiry-- why are you persisting even with clear 

evidence that says please stop, no more. Even more, these individuals need to be informed and 

reminded that we have set boundaries in this space. The behavior must stop immediately 

because it is not acceptable here. 

Almost 66% have felt uncomfortable with a greeting and over 67% have witnessed or 

been made aware of someone being touched in a way that appeared to make them 

uncomfortable. A higher percentage of clergy and church leaders and attendees were 

uncomfortable and witnessed something. Given that, it is intriguing that the topic of consent and 

boundaries is not frequently and consistently addressed. For those who are discussing consent, 

it could be worthwhile to consider how they are doing this. Leaders have shared Bible study, 

sermons, small groups and one-on-one methodologies. With all that has been shared, there 

seems to be a disconnect between what should be happening and what is actually happening. 

Leaders must expand the scope and audience of these conversations. These conversations 

must include why consent-violating actions are harmful. Additionally, these studies, sermons, 

one-on-one conversations and groups must touch upon the attitudes and perceptions that 

contribute to the pervasiveness of consent breeches. 

 A particularly striking comment from a survey respondent was in response to the 

question: what words or phrases come to mind when you think about consent and church? The 

person replied, “They don’t belong in the same sentence. I don’t think about consent in the 

context of church.” This respondent was not the only one to say that they had not thought of 

consent in the context of church. However, it is erroneous to say that they do not belong in the 



64 
 

same sentence; whether people are aware or not, consent impacts almost every area of our 

lives. Additionally, it diminishes the experiences of those who have had their right to consent in 

church disregarded. Based on what has been shared in the surveys and interviews, it is clear 

that consent and church do belong in the same sentence. Too many people have been harmed 

by unwanted physical contact and inappropriate comments. Harm can be minimized, if not 

eliminated, if intentional thought and consideration are given to how congregations might 

integrate consent into the life of the community.  

The responses reveal that when it comes to encounters in church, people are and have 

had a variety of experiences. A number of respondents shared that they have experienced 

something that made them feel uncomfortable, witnessed or heard about experiences where 

others seemed to be uncomfortable. On the other hand, a number of people have not had any 

experiences where they have felt uncomfortable nor have they heard about or witnessed 

occasions when others have felt uncomfortable. This range of responses can pose a challenge 

when thinking about how to create cultural norms that are helpful for all people entering the 

space. Awareness of the diversity of experiences can create an opportunity to shift away from 

practices that might lead to unwanted interactions and open the door for more open 

communication. Even more, as activist and writer Brandan Robertson reminds us, churches have the 

opportunity to emulate Jesus and embrace the humility He demonstrated48. Things could be radically different 

if we approached our interactions with one another from a space of humility, putting another person’s needs 

before our own. How differently could things be if we set aside our preferences and consider the preferences of 

others.  

As I survey the responses, it is difficult to read and hear that people are aware that 

certain individuals, both lay and in leadership, are engaging in behaviors that are harmful, if not 

predatory and nothing seems to have been done to address or correct their behavior. This lack 

                                                
48 Brandon Robertson, True Inclusion: Creating Communities of Radical Embrace (St. Louis: 

Chalice Press, 2018), 2. 
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of response calls to mind the catastrophic effects shared in Dr. Marie Fortune’s work “Is Nothing 

Sacred?: The Story of a Pastor, the Women He Sexually Abused, and the Congregation He 

Nearly Destroyed.”49 There is a huge potential for danger when abuse is allowed to go on 

unchecked. Leaders and laity can prevent or minimize harm by reporting inappropriate speech 

and behaviors, investigating and addressing reported misbehavior. Even more, things can shift 

by training and educating people about predatory behavior. 

A number of respondents mentioned how the interpretation of a person’s body language 

determined if they attempted physical contact. A person's body language can mean so many 

different things. Someone could look disinterested in a hug and internally long for one (just not 

from the person offering). On the other hand, someone might look like they want a hug, and be 

uninterested. Even more, reading body language is problematic because just like literal reading, 

people are on different levels and some are reading in a different language. Words and actions 

can be misinterpreted. If you want to be clear about a person's interest in physical contact or 

lack thereof, it is safest to ask. Again, we cannot go off of assumptions or what we think a 

person might want. The best way to approach interactions with other people is to simply ask, 

listen to their response and then respect what the person says. If it’s not an enthusiastic yes, 

then it’s a no.  

There was a response given that stated, “Our congregation basically respects the 

boundaries established by each member or guest.” In theory, this seems like a good policy. In 

reality, church is an environment where people have different upbringings and different 

experiences. One person could have very loose boundaries, and another person could have 

very firm boundaries. This could lead to a situation where boundaries “bump up’ against one 

another and a well-meaning person might offend another. These kinds of mishaps could be 

                                                
49 Marie M. Fortune, Is Nothing Sacred? The Story of a Pastor, the Women He Sexually Abused, 

and the Congregation He Nearly Destroyed (Eugene: United Church Press, 2008). 
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avoided by establishing common language and understanding that is mutually agreed upon and 

clearly and concisely communicated.  

It is interesting to sit with a response that places the responsibility to address a violation 

on the offended instead of addressing the behavior of the offender. The one who is harmed 

should not have to reconsider how they greet another person in order to protect themselves; the 

one who is ‘behaving badly’ needs to be corrected. It is like a person who has been assaulted 

being asked, what did you do or what were you wearing to cause this. Additionally, assuming 

the best of another because one thinks they mean no harm or because they haven’t been in the 

habit of doing something offensive does not mean that they did not do something that hurt 

someone. It may be that the person just hasn’t been caught. We can eliminate this murkiness by 

directly addressing the matter and informing the person what kinds of behaviors are acceptable 

and what kinds of behaviors are not acceptable. Additionally, the person should be informed of 

what the consequences will be if the bad behavior continues. 

Almost 86% of church attendees stated that there had been no discussion of consensual 

touch. This is troubling considering that churches are a place where a lot of touch happens. 

Revisiting insights offered by Rabbi Ora Nitkin-Kaner we are reminded that, for touch to have a 

positive impact, it must be consensual. She states, “Touch has the power to nourish and 

comfort, to stabilize, and to share strength. Yet it is equally important to acknowledge that touch 

is not always welcomed, even in congregations that experience connection and holiness in 

embodied ways.”50 In thinking about values around welcoming and welcomed touch, I was 

inspired by an unlikely source: the ultra-Orthodox custom of shomer negiah. This phrase literally 

translates as “being watchful” (shomer) in matters of touch (negiah). In taking care with our 

                                                
50 Gillian Jackson and Rabbi Ora Nitkin-Kaner, “What Does It Mean To Be Welcoming: 

Appropriate Touch and Consent,” Ann Arbor Reconstructionist Congregation (blog), September 2, 2019, 
https://aarecon.org/what-does-it-mean-to-be-welcoming-appropriate-touch-and-consent/. 
 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shomer-negiah/
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touch, we are better able to take care of ourselves and each other.51 There are the hugs and 

handshakes, hand holding for prayer and in many spaces the laying on of hands. Additionally, 

some congregations do foot washing (or as a substitute, handwashing) during the season near 

Easter/Resurrection Sunday. A lot of touch happens at church. If any place should be talking 

about ensuring that the touch is consensual, welcomed, wanted and that people feel safe when 

giving or receiving touch, it is the church. The best way for people to experience the positive 

power of touch and in a way that is safe and comfortable for all is to ensure that all have the 

freedom of choosing to accept or reject touch. 

Based on the participants’ responses, clergy communication regarding consent seems to 

be almost non-existent, and when it occurs, it is vague, indirect or informal. If the goal is to 

move towards a community that is safer for all, a movement towards a culture of consent is the 

way. To achieve that, it is important that communication is explicit. Those who are in positions of 

leadership and influence need to clearly and concisely share with those whom they are 

influencing what consent is and what it is not, and how one might go about obtaining that.  

The responses offer us the opportunity to consider shifting when and how conversations 

about consent are occurring. Consent involves more than interactions of the opposite sex or 

ensuring the correct ratio of adults to children. Also, instead of consent-based conversations 

and teaching happening in response to inappropriate behavior, they need to be held proactively 

and integrated into community norms. For conversations about consent to be most meaningful 

and impactful, the church is challenged with the task of engaging in the work of broadening the 

scope of those conversations. Consent conversations are for everyone. Increasing the number 

of people who understand what consent is and the number of people talking about what it is can 

enhance the safety of all and change the culture of the church  

                                                
51 Jackson and Nitkin-Kaner. “What Does It Mean To Be Welcoming: Appropriate Touch and 

Consent.” 
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Quite a few of the pastoral leaders that responded shared that they had ministerial 

training in boundaries. Most respondents did not share in detail what was covered in the training 

they took. Boundary training is important because it reminds us, as Anne Katherine does, of the 

separation or differentiation between one person and another52. Consent, as offered by Dr. 

Laura McGuire, “is a way in which we view others with whom we interact and want them to 

‘enthusiastically and wholeheartedly choose whether to interact with you or not.’”’53It is unclear if 

the training taken by the respondents actually covers consent and if they are receiving training 

that does not include consent, it is inadequate. 

The trends for the responses seem to reveal that consent or boundary training is offered 

primarily for employees, leaders and volunteers and rarely for the congregation as a whole. I 

imagine that those who serve in these positions are a very small percentage of the entire 

congregation. A helpful and healthy way to move forward might be to explore how to expand 

discussions and training on consent and boundaries to include those who are not in formal 

leadership, authority or positions of influence. 

A number of respondents talked about children being forced to show affection and 

engage with adults. There seems to be an assumption that the church is safe and all of the 

people in the Church are safe. We have plenty of evidence to prove that this is not true. 

Furthermore, I am intrigued by the person who shared that they did not report the issue because 

they were a child. Did this respondent choose not to share what they experienced or witnessed 

because they believed what they reported would be dismissed or minimized? How many others 

have not said something because they were a child? There is something disconcerting about a 

community that does not listen to and believe its children. This also lifts a need in our cultural 

                                                
52 Anne Katherine, Where to Draw the Line: How to Set Healthy Boundaries Every Day (New 

York: Fireside, 2000), 77. 
 
53 Laura McGuire, Creating Cultures of Consent: A Guide for Parents and Educators (Lanham: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2021), 13. 
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norms for the respect and bodily autonomy of children; just because they are not of a certain 

age does not mean that they should be deprived of the right to say no to an interaction with 

another person, adult or child. 

It was interesting to see the ways upbringing impacted how people connected with 

consent. One person shared they were pushed to hug people until their teen years when they 

realized they could choose differently. This person did not think they had a say so. There was 

also an interviewee who was cautioned about interactions with men and informed that clergy are 

flawed human beings. These are two examples of what Dr. Laura McGuire is spotlighting when 

she says, “We don’t sit down and listen to lectures telling us harmful myths and lies; instead 

they seep into our consciousness through music, media, jokes and passing comments. Because 

they aren’t blaring, we accept them as “not that bad” and internalize the much larger and more 

severe messages they give.”54 These messages, which are sometimes conscious and other 

times subconscious, overt and covert, shape how one responds in situations pertaining to 

consent. Considering that children will one day become adults, it is important that we are 

intentional about teaching young ones consent. The messages some of the most vulnerable 

members of communities of faith are receiving must communicate that they are valuable and 

they have the final say about who gets to enter their personal space.  

I am struck by the person who shared that they were discouraged from speaking up. 

This kind of behavior often occurs in an effort to protect an individual or an institution. It is the 

same kind of action, or rather inaction, that is described in Is Nothing Sacred?:The Story of a 

Pastor, the Women He Sexually Abused, and the Congregation He Nearly Destroyed55. The 

ways in which egregious behaviors were covered up is beyond troublesome. It is disturbing 

enough to think that individuals who claim to represent God use their power in abusive ways. 

                                                
54 McGuire, 4 
 
55. Marie M. Fortune, Is Nothing Sacred? The Story of a Pastor, the Women He Sexually Abused, 

and the Congregation He Nearly Destroyed (Eugene: United Church Press, 2008). 
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When efforts are made to cover up horrendous behaviors, it is painfully obvious that there are 

serious system issues that need to be disrupted. 

This discouragement from speaking up could potentially have catastrophic 

consequences. Someone mentioned a specific church (Rhema Bible Church) with serious 

issues of boundary violations. It is alarming to think that this church is probably not alone; other 

churches have the reputation of being a place that, instead of being a source of healing, is a 

source of harm. This reputation may have been derailed if someone had been encouraged to 

speak up. Add to that, one survey participant shared, “God healed me.” It is sad to think about 

how many other people had to be healed from a trauma that occurred at church. It is horrific to 

think that this person is not alone; others have suffered or are suffering in silence from a 

violation that occurred in church and they have never shared this trauma with another person 

and they are still dealing with that wound. 

It is evident that Covid-19 has had an impact on the ways people interact. Many 

attendees clearly delineated this. A number expressed choosing greeting options like speaking, 

waving, handshakes, elbow and fist bumps instead of hugs. Clergy were also more likely to 

encourage lower contact greetings. As we move to or through the post stay at home phase of 

Covid-19, there seems to be an interest in returning to previous greeting practices. This “in-

between time” offers an opportunity for churches to discuss and establish new norms around 

consent, boundaries and preferred greetings in a manner that lowers the likelihood of people 

being forced to have physical contact or interactions they do not want.  

Issues outside of the scope of my project:  

One issue of note but not applicable to the scope of my project is how to handle 

situations where someone in leadership or positions of authority is violating boundaries. This is 

certainly a challenge that must be addressed. A number of other writers have and continue to 
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explore this issue. Creating cultures where consent is centered in churches could help address 

systems that permit violations and abuses, amongst the laity but also between clergy and laity.   

Another issue of concern outside of the scope of my project is how trauma might affect 

someone’s ability to effectively address boundary violations. A respondent, who serves in a 

pastoral capacity, clearly stated that their own personal trauma impacted their ability to speak 

up for themselves. Considering the numbers of people who have been impacted by trauma, this 

respondent cannot be the only leader struggling with finding it difficult to address inappropriate 

behaviors head on. It is important to consider ways support can be offered (to those who might 

be interested) to help leaders who are trauma survivors heal themselves so that they feel 

empowered and at the same time help their congregations. 

Given the number of respondents who shared that they did not do anything when they 

witnessed or heard of occasions where people seemed uncomfortable or their boundaries were 

violated, I wonder why some people who are aware violations are occurring, do not intervene. I 

am also curious about those who choose to intervene. It could be beneficial to explore why 

certain people act and what is their motivation to step in when people are behaving in harmful 

ways. This provides an opportunity to take the learnings from those who get involved and use 

them to help motivate others to do likewise. 

 A number of respondents talked about navigating interactions between females and 

males. I did not focus on gathering data to see if violations were committed by the opposite 

gender or by the same gender. It is important that consideration be given to interactions that 

occur between two males and interactions between two females. Additionally, there is an 

opportunity to explore how consent-related issues impact those who identify as transgender or 

non-binary. 
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Chapter Four: Discussion Guide 

This guide has been created to help facilitate conversations on the topic of consent. The 

goal is not for it to be a cure all, where after the conversations, all consent issues will magically 

disappear and everyone will always ask for permission before attempting to hug someone or 

say something to another (outside of the customary pleasantries). This guide has been created 

to offer space that evokes awareness- awareness of how one person’s actions might cause 

another person to feel uncomfortable. A secondary purpose is to create an opportunity to build 

community, the kind of community that is made when people intentionally take time to listen to 

one another. Third, this discussion guide offers an opportunity to explore the norms and 

practices that permeate the congregational culture; it is an opportunity to create the kind of 

space we hope people encounter when they come into our space.  

The discussion guide is designed to be used with both laity and leadership. It can also 

be led by either laity or leadership. Given the sensitivity of the subject matter and the possibility 

for someone to be triggered by the discussion of traumatizing experiences, it is suggested that a 

co-facilitator or another person present understands and is able to provide trauma-informed 

care. This means that the person is aware of the impact trauma can have on someone. Best 

practices for this kind of approach includes six elements: safety, trustworthiness and 

transparency, peer support, collaboration and mutuality, empowerment, voice, and choice and 

cultural, historical, and gender issues.56 With these concepts in mind, this person would offer 

support or comfort, if necessary, with special care. Given the sensitive nature of the topic, it is 

possible that a participant might have an emotional response. Facilitators and leaders will want 

to be prepared (if necessary) to offer care and support. Furthermore, for these discussions to 

                                                
56 “A Guide to Building Trauma-Informed Practices and Organizations,” The Connecticut 

Women’s Consortium, 2020, accessed May 24, 2023, https://training.womensconsortium.org/building-
trauma-informed-practices-and-organizations. 
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have the most impact, church leadership should be actively involved. The involvement of 

leadership is helpful and necessary, particularly when it comes to discussing possible 

organizational change.  

This discussion guide has been designed to engage individuals who are ages 18 and 

older. Given the nature of these sessions, it is important to consider group size. The goal is to 

foster an environment that enables people to feel comfortable sharing while developing trust. 

Groups should be about eight with no more than ten people. If possible, it would be good if the 

group could be as diverse as possible. This includes but is not limited to age, gender, and 

race/ethnicity. The small groups provide an opportunity to foster intimacy and create an 

opportunity for participants to learn more about one another’s experiences.   

It is important that the facilitator review the material prior to the session. This is 

especially important for Session 1. The leader needs to understand and be comfortable with the 

concepts and words presented. Session one is foundational and helps the group begin from a 

place of common knowledge and common language. 

The discussion guide can be implemented in a number of different ways. Some of the 

options are five weekly sessions, as part of a retreat, or a day-long training with lunch and 

breaks between each part. These discussions could cause a person to revisit an experience 

that was difficult. Encourage people to take care of themselves, even if that means stepping 

away from the group. Review ground rules every session. A sample list is shared below. You 

are also welcome to invite others to share what will help them feel more comfortable.  

 
Common Ground Conversations 

 
Session 1: What Consent Is 
 
Scripture reading: Psalm 133 
How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity! 
It is like the precious oil on the head, running down upon the beard, 

on the beard of Aaron, running down over the collar of his robes. It is like the dew of Hermon, 
which falls on the mountains of Zion. For there the Lord ordained his blessing, life forevermore. 
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Prayer 
Holy One, give us eyes to see, ears to hear and hearts that are open. 
Help us to be witnesses and representatives of the light of your love. 
In Your name we pray, Amen! 
 
Grounding Exercise: 

Take ten slow breaths. Focus your attention fully on each breath, on the way in and on the way 
out. Say the number of the breath to yourself as you exhale. 
 

Overview 

This section is designed to ensure that those who engage in these discussions start from a 

place of commonality. There are a number of different words we will explore today; these words 

are ones that people might define or think about differently. With the goal of everyone starting 

from the same place, the facilitator will begin by reviewing several key terms. Following this, 

guided by questions, participants begin exploring what consent (or a lack of) might look like in 

church.    

Ground Rules 
 

● What is said in the group, stays in the group. Do not talk about what is discussed with 
others who are not in the group. 

 
● Use I statements. Speak about your own experiences. 

 
● Listen carefully, not just to the words but the emotions behind the words.  

 
● Be respectful of thoughts and experiences that might be different from your own. 

 
● Do your best to be present. 

 
● Do what you need to take care of yourself. If something is triggering or upsetting, please 

step away from the group.  
 
(Additional rules needed to create an environment that fosters openness and honesty) 
 
Definitions 

The leader can share the definitions below, depending on technology available and how 

discussion occurs. If virtual or technology allows, the material will be viewed on a screen. If in 

person and/or the technology is not available, the leader should distribute a handout to 
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participants. The facilitator will guide the participants in going through each of the definitions 

below. The purpose of reviewing the words is for the group to start from a place of common 

understanding. 

Consent: Assent/approval for contact, be it verbal or non-verbal. It is more than simply saying 

saying yes or no. [Drawing from the definition offered by Dr. Laura McGuire,] it is “holistically 

seeing each person that you interact with and wanting them to “enthusiastically and 

wholeheartedly choose whether to interact with you or not.”57  

Consent culture/Culture of consent: Centering cultural norms where there is respect for 

people’s preferences about touch and the reception of verbal and non-verbal communication. 

Emphasizing respect and value for all people, it engages practices like discussing customs that 

devalue some while elevating others, asking for permission before attempting to give or receive 

physical contact and offering advice or comments and waiting for permission to be granted 

before proceeding. 

Boundaries: It is “a limit or edge that defines you as separate from others.”58  

“It is a limit. It lets positive things through. It keeps harmful things out. They protect the 

important, tender parts of ourselves.59” 

Boundary crossings “are a fact of life. All communication is a boundary crossing. Touch is a 

boundary crossing. Boundary crossing is a necessity of ministry and teaching. We reach out to 

one another, we inform, we meet, we offer a healing touch, we preach, we write, etc.60” 

                                                
57 McGuire, 13. 
 
58 Anne Katherine, Boundaries Where You End And I Begin, (Minnesota: Hazeldon Publishing, 

1991), 3. 

 
59 Anne Katherine, Where to Draw the Line: How to Set Healthy Boundaries Every Day (New 

York: Fireside, 2000), 14. 
 
60 Marie M. Fortune, Healthy Boundaries 201- Beyond Basics: Course Workbook for Clergy and 

Spiritual Teachers (Seattle: FaithTrust Institute, 2012), 12. 
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Boundary violations: “these occur when the boundary crossing is not in the best interest of 

the other and results in harm.”61 

Safe: All are “protected from or not exposed to danger or risk. One is not likely to be harmed or 

lost. Free of fear or threat of physical, mental or emotional harm.”62  

After reviewing the definitions, which should take 10-1 5 minutes, ask the group if they have any 

questions about meanings of the words, if anyone needs examples or further clarity. Next, 

reiterate that the purpose of reviewing the words and their definitions is so that we have 

common language for our conversations.   

The group will review the questions below.  

Questions: 

1. Discuss the aforementioned words 

a. Have you heard them before? In what setting? 

b. Have you heard them in church? 

2. Talk about a time in church when you felt like your boundaries were respected? 

a. What about the situation stood out for you? 

3. Talk about a time in church when you felt like your boundaries were not respected?  

a. What about the situation stood out for you? 

4. Does scripture inform your thoughts on boundaries? Why or why not? 

5. If scripture does not inform your thoughts on boundaries, what does? 

Closing remarks (from the facilitator) 
Thank the participants for their willingness to engage. Inform participants what will be discussed 
next session. 
 

                                                
 

61 Fortune, 12  

62
 Merriam Webster, Online ed. (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/safe), s.v. “Safe.”  
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Questions/Concerns 
 
Closing Prayer 
Thank you for this sacred time together. Remind us that we belong to you and to one another. 
Help us to do all that we can to foster a community of faith that shows love to all.   
Bless us and keep us we pray, Amen! 
 
 
Session 2: Consent and Boundaries in the Bible 
 
Scripture reading: 1 John 4:7-8  
Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God 
and knows God.  Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. 
 
Prayer 
Holy One, give us eyes to see, ears to hear and hearts that are open. 
Help us to be witnesses and representatives of the light of your love. 
In Your name we pray, Amen! 
 
Grounding Exercise: Mindful Breathing 

Notice five things you can see, five things you can hear, and five things you can feel, taste, or 

smell. 

Overview:  

This session invites participants to engage in discussion of scripture from the lens of consent.  

Participants will look at two passages of scripture; We will look at an Old Testament and a New 

Testament passage. In smaller groups, participants will discuss the texts. You will discuss each 

passage for 15-20 minutes, then come back together to share before concluding the session.     

Review Ground Rules 

Lingering Questions from previous session(s) 

This is an opportunity for participants to gain clarity or ask any questions that might be lingering 

from the previous session. 

Activity 

Break into two smaller groups. In your small group, talk about what happened in the passage:   

An Old Testament example: 

2 Samuel 11:1-5 
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A New Testament example: 

Mark 5:25-34 

1. Summarize the story; who are the key characters and what happened? 

2. Is there something in the story that stands out for you, specifically as it pertains to 

consent?  

3. Is there a contemporary situation you can think of that might resemble what occurred in 

the text? 

4. How do these stories connect to your own experience? 

At the conclusion of the time, the groups will come back together and report out about their 

experience, what was shared in their group. Participants will be reminded that they do not have 

to share if they are uncomfortable. 

Closing remarks from facilitator: 
Thank the participants for their willingness to engage. Inform participants what will be discussed 
next session. 
 
Questions/Concerns 
 
Closing Words or Prayer 
Thank you for this sacred time together. Remind us that we belong to you and to one another. 
Help us to do all that we can to foster a community of faith that shows love to all.   
Bless us and keep us we pray, Amen! 
 
 
Session 3: Exploring Cultural Norms 
 
Scripture reading: Matthew 7:12 
Do to others whatever you would like them to do to you. This is the essence of all that is taught 
in the law and the prophets. 
 
Prayer 
Holy One, give us eyes to see, ears to hear and hearts that are open. 
Help us to be witnesses and representatives of the light of your love. 
In Your name we pray, Amen! 
 
Grounding Exercise: 

Think of your favorite place, whether it’s the home of a loved one or a foreign country. Using 

each of your senses, imagine the noises you hear, the objects you see, and the scents you can 
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smell. Try to recall the last time you went there. Think about what you did there and how it felt at 

the time. 

Overview 
Oftentimes people engage in physical contact with the best intentions. Sometimes the intentions 

do not have the desired impact. Everyone has preferences about the way they would like to be 

greeted. This session will explore preferred methods of greetings. You will have the opportunity 

to share your preferences and hear other people’s preferences.  

Review Ground Rules [Place special emphasis on care of self. This session might trigger 

remembrances or emotions of negative experiences. Please do what you need--step out 

for a moment, take deep breaths, or talk to someone-- to self-soothe.] 

Lingering Questions from previous session(s) 

This sessions questions: 

1. What is your preferred method of greeting?  

2. How do you usually communicate what your preferred method of greeting is?  

3. Has anyone ever communicated that they were not interested in receiving a hug or any 

kind of physical touch from you?  

a. How did you respond? 

4. Have you had any interactions that you would describe as awkward, strange or 

unsettling? 

5. What are some customs or norms in our community that have made someone feel 

uncomfortable or might make someone uncomfortable? 

6. What are some customs or habits that might make some feel safe, at ease or more 

comfortable? 

Closing remarks: Thank the participants for their willingness to engage. Inform participants 
what will be discussed next session. 
 
Questions/ Concerns 
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Closing Words or Prayer 
Thank you for this sacred time together. Remind us that we belong to you and to one another. 
Help us to do all that we can to foster a community of faith that shows love to all.   
Bless us and keep us we pray, Amen! 
 
 
Session 4: When Touch Goes Bad 
 
Scripture reading: Matthew 18:15-17 
If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he 
listens to you, you have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or two others 
along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 
17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the 
church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 
 
Prayer 
Holy One, give us eyes to see, ears to hear and hearts that are open. 
Help us to be witnesses and representatives of the light of your love. 
In Your name we pray, Amen! 
 
Grounding Exercise: 
Body Scan: Invite participants to engage in a brief (one to three minute) body scan meditation. 
Ask participants to find a seat that is comfortable. Guided meditations can be found on YouTube 
or streaming applications. (Select one in advance of the session). 
  
Overview: 
This session involves discussion about what happens when we experience or see something 

that seems to be harmful. People sometimes observe things that are not right. Some choose to 

say something about what they experienced or observed, while others choose to remain quiet. 

In this session participants will have the opportunity to talk about what they may have witnessed 

or experienced. We will examine possible cultural norms or concerns that might not foster a 

culture of consent. 

Review Ground Rules 

Lingering Questions from previous session(s) 

Discussion for this session: 
 

1. Have you observed or experienced something in church that made you feel 

uncomfortable? If the answer is yes, share what you observed or experienced in as 

much or as little detail as you like. 
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2. Did you tell someone about what happened? Why or why not? 

3. On a scale of 1-10, how comfortable are you with talking to someone in leadership when 

you experience something that makes you feel uncomfortable or you witness something 

that makes you uncomfortable? Why did you choose the rating you selected? 

4. What would you need to happen or be put in place to feel more comfortable talking to a 

leader or another person about something that makes you uncomfortable or witnessing 

something that seems to be inappropriate? 

Closing remarks from the facilitator: Thank the participants for their willingness to engage. 
Inform participants what will be discussed next session. 
 
Questions/ Concerns 
 
Closing Words or Prayer 
Thank you for this sacred time together. Remind us that we belong to you and to one another. 
Help us to do all that we can to foster a community of faith that shows love to all.   
Bless us and keep us we pray, Amen! 
 
Session 5: Now What? 
 
Scripture reading: Hebrews 10:24-25 
Let us think of ways to motivate one another to acts of love and good works. And let us not 
neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage one another, especially now 
that the day of his return is drawing near. 
 
Prayer 
Holy One, give us eyes to see, ears to hear and hearts that are open. 
Help us to be witnesses and representatives of the light of your love. 
In Your name we pray, Amen! 
 
Grounding Exercise: 
Inhale for a count of 5. Hold breath for a count of 5. Exhale for a count 5. Repeat for a total of 3 
(to 5) rounds. 
 
Overview: We’ve engaged in a series of discussions to help us come to a common 
understanding about consent. We've also looked at scripture, particularly two texts where we 
were able to expound on the conversation of consent in the Bible. We’ve discussed cultural 
norms and how some of the practices and customs do not foster an environment that is safe for 
all. We have explored what happens when we experience or see things that don’t seem to be 
right. What could be put in place to make people feel safe enough to say something when there 
is an uncomfortable situation? Why do some people choose to say something while others 
choose not to? This final session we will talk about what’s next; we will consider ways we can 
use the conversations held to re-shape or create new norms that will help all to feel welcomed 
and respected.   
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Review Ground Rules 
 
Lingering Questions from previous session(s) 
 
Discussion 
 

1. Talk about a time you have felt safe? What made you feel safe? 

2. Talk about a time you felt unsafe? What made you feel unsafe? 

3. When you think about safety in church, what does that look like? Be as specific as 

possible 

4. What kind of practices do you think we need to establish? What cultural norms do we 

need to establish? Do we need to end?   

5. Are there other ways we might use our discussions to create a space that is safer for all? 

Closing remarks/Recap of key discussion points: Thank the participants for their willingness 
to engage. Discuss key takeaways from the sessions. If applicable, explore next steps. 
 
Questions/ Concerns 
 
Closing Prayer 
Thank you for this sacred time together. Remind us that we belong to you and to one another. 
Help us to do all that we can to foster a community of faith that shows love to all.   
Bless us and keep us we pray, Amen! 
 
  



83 
 

Chapter 5: Topics for Future Exploration 

The research I have completed offers a number of areas that might enhance or broaden 

ministerial training for church leaders. It offers suggestions for improved training to support the 

safety and protection of all who participate in congregational life. The preparation necessary to 

meet the church’s current needs requires more than what is currently offered; teaching pastors 

to abide by certain ethics like not having inappropriate relationships with parishioners or 

misappropriating funds (which are items that are covered in boundary training) is insufficient. 

Engaging in the work of becoming more knowledgeable about consent and how it applies to the 

ways people show up in congregations and how leaders can promote a culture of consent will 

help create an environment of safety, love and welcome. 

The responses of church attendees as well as those in pastoral leadership reveal a need 

for exploration of ways we might be able to help and heal those who have been harmed already 

by consent and boundary violations. Numerous stories were shared of clergy and laity being 

recipients of bad touch. It is evident that many have had bad experiences in church. Add to that, 

those who may have experienced bad touch that occurred prior to coming into church. This 

trauma impacts the ways people show up. Some of these negative experiences have caused 

people to leave the church and leave the faith all together. Instead, as we claim to be, we must 

move congregations closer towards being centers of recovery and wholeness. Additionally, we 

must work to strategically and comprehensively consider ways to support those who have 

experienced violation. 

There were a number of comments about children, the ways in which they are forced to 

engage with adults. Also, there were respondents who shared in their responses that they felt 

forced to hug adults when they were younger. It is a worthwhile venture to explore consent with 

minors and how they are experiencing congregational life. It would be valuable to explore if the 

comments that were offered by the survey and interview respondents line up with the ways in 
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which youth and young adults feel. There is also an opportunity to consider practices that 

interrupt the ways in which congregational life functions cause harm. Adults can collaborate with 

children and youth to create norms that help those under 18 feel safe and heard.  

Additionally, a version of the guide should be created for those under the age of 18, one 

that is age and grade appropriate and creates a space for younger ones to think as well as talk 

about the topic of consent. It would be best to create a group for only this age range. This could 

prevent potential influence by an adult i.e. silencing via a look, body language or any other ways 

a minor might be pressured to show up or respond in a way that is not authentic to their 

experience. It is suggested the questions are amended so they are friendly to those under 18. It 

is suggested that groups be separated by age range-- elementary, middle and high school.  

The discussion guide I offer could also be used with other communities of faith or non-

faith spaces where people gather. For the places of non-Christian faith, leadership could take 

out the scripture references and use the sacred texts of their tradition or that component could 

be eliminated altogether. The other components offer an opportunity to explore cultural norms 

that are particular to a certain environment whether used at a nonprofit or other gathering 

space. The guide could be used as an opportunity to connect and discuss ways in which people 

feel welcome, ways in which people may feel uncomfortable and unheard. This could potentially 

transform the environment into one where consent is the norm and people feel safer. 

The work I have done offers an opportunity to discuss establishing practices and 

procedures for addressing issues in congregations when people have complaints about being 

touched inappropriately. There could be an exploration of how people are able to report a 

grievance--whether that accusation is reported anonymously or with a complainant leaving their 

information. If the person does file a complaint, who is the church staff member responsible for 

protecting the complainant’s information so that they feel safe and comfortable with talking 

about what happened to them? What are the next steps: will there be an investigation? If there 

is one, who will do that investigation? Following the findings of the investigation, if the person is 
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deemed to have committed the offense, what are the consequences for the violator? Is the 

person asked to leave the community? What does reconciliation look like? How does the 

community support the victim and the one who has done wrong? What does this support look 

like? It is important to map out a clear process that is as fair and equitable as possible and does 

not dismiss the experience of the person who’s stating they have had their boundaries violated.  

This project also invites us to deeper conversations about socialization, culture and how 

we treat one another, not just at church, but in general. This project specifically explores cultural 

norms that pertain to the church, but there are personal and familial practices that people bring 

with them to church. One might consider ways to further engage how people come to the 

thoughts and ideas congregants have about things like authority, power. gender, gender roles, 

and bodily autonomy. Perceptions and beliefs on these areas impact the interactions that occur 

at church. Scripture challenges us to show up in love in all aspects of our lives, but especially 

when we come into the community of faith. Examining these constructs can aid the church in 

getting closer to where God desires us to be. 

Another place of further exploration for this work is intentionally examining the 

experiences of individuals who are transgender, non-binary and non-gender conforming. I was 

able to interview two transgender clergy. None of the church attendees reported that they were 

transgender or non-binary. It could potentially be helpful to see how individuals from these 

communities are experiencing church specifically from the lens of consent. It invites 

communities of faith to consider ways they could do a better job of showing love, respect and 

supporting all members, particularly a portion of the community that is frequently marginalized. 

The survey and interview responses cause me to wonder or leave a space for 

investigating and exploring why people don’t say something when they witness inappropriate 

behaviors. I imagine for some it is because people don’t feel confident that something will be 

done if they say something. For others, they are afraid of the repercussions or being treated in a 

punitive manner if something is said specifically about a more prominent member of the 
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community. With this inquiry, strategies can be developed to define what needs to be set in 

place so that people are more comfortable and confident intervening and/or reporting what they 

witness. There may be ways for communities of faith to offer opportunities for people to practice 

intervening or alert someone when they see something that is amiss. 

Considering some of the responses, those choosing to engage in further this work 

should be aware of naysayers and people who do not think that consent is an issue or a matter 

of concern for the church. This provides an opportunity for further exploration. This may include 

talking with and examining why people do not think that there’s a connection. Furthermore, it 

may involve investigating people’s beliefs, particularly about touch and ways of being a 

community may help with the goal of creating an approach that does not harm anyone. 

There is also the opportunity of exploring ways to communicate greeting preferences 

that are creative. There are churches and communities that use different color bands so that 

others can be aware of one’s personal preferences about touch: red for don’t touch, yellow for 

handshake only and green for being open to hugs. There’s also a model that currently occurs in 

schools; teachers offer choices of greetings when students enter the classroom. These methods 

and others can be used to create the framework to aid congregations in discovering methods 

that are fun and help communicate preferences regarding touch in church. 

There were shifts from the norms of the community due to Covid-19. Social distance 

restrictions and fear of contracting a communicable disease that could potentially cause severe 

illness, hospitalization or death caused people to move away from greetings that involved 

physical contact. As we move away from stay at home orders and social distancing and back 

towards pre-pandemic norms, we still have the opportunity to discuss the benefits of being 

careful about the ways in which people greet and interact with one another. Though people may 

not fear contracting an illness, they may enjoy not feeling forced to greet people in ways that 

cause them discomfort. 
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Another area of exploration is the reasons why consent has not been taught or 

communicated more often. The responses reveal that boundary violations occur frequently.  

Those in leadership and those who are a part of the congregational body need to push for an 

increase in the frequency of the discussion of this topic. Exploring topics like love, grace, 

forgiveness and salvation are important but the Church must not neglect the topic of consent 

and miss the implications on how we engage with one another. Consent or failure to 

demonstrate or get consent might impact someone’s ability to receive love, grace, forgiveness 

and salvation. 

The survey could have been done with only currently serving senior pastors. Some of 

the individuals who responded to the survey were not in a position to give responses that most 

accurately reflect the work of those presently serving in the highest position of leadership: a 

couple of the clergy respondents were former pastors. Also, there were clergy respondents who 

reportedly served in a pastoral position but one where they did not have the authority to respond 

or address consent related issues. Consequently, there probably could’ve been more clarity 

regarding who I was seeking responses from. When I posted the link and emailed colleagues to 

solicit survey respondents, I did ask for respondents who met certain requirements. It is clear 

that some did not read the parameters of who I wanted to get to respond. Another possibility is I 

should have just asked for senior pastors to complete the survey. 

There also was an error in the functionality of the survey: the question that inquired 

about the frequency of incidences of consent violation was not initially activated. I was unable to 

clearly get a more accurate reporting on the number of instances where incidence of consent or 

violations that people may have witnessed or experienced. It certainly does not invalidate the 

data that was collected, however it could potentially be more telling if many people noted a 

number of instances. 

There is the opportunity for further exploration regarding readiness of congregations to 

talk about and move towards a culture of consent. A number of those in pastoral leadership 
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responded that they were fairly sure that the congregation would be ready to move towards 

behaving in ways and speaking in ways that promote consent. I am particularly interested in this 

given the number of people who said that consent is not something that’s been openly 

discussed. The lack of discussion about the topic of consent does not equate to people being 

interested in engaging in the subject. Traditionally, those in leadership positions teach and 

preach on a subject to prime their congregation for action. It could be worthwhile to engage in 

further discussion on how they know their congregation would be ready. It could be helpful to 

know if there are certain characteristics that these congregations exhibit. Then, look for and 

foster those attributes in congregations and other settings.  

 From a more global perspective, the research offers an opportunity for further application 

of consent and embracing norms where people’s preferences are not ignored or diminished but 

respected. It offers an invitation for people to interrogate their practices and engagement with 

others inside of church as well as outside of church. Consent and having permission are things 

we need to think about before sharing someone’s phone number or email and before we take or 

forward a picture. Also, it is important that we secure permission from the potential recipient 

before sending something via text or email. With the prevalence of social media and electronic 

interaction, expansion on this work might include looking at how we explore consent and how 

one offers consent regarding social media. When posting pictures, all who are in the photograph 

should approve. People need to have the opportunity to consent to all forms of communication. 

These are important matters that have been on the periphery and need to be centered.  

 On February 8, 2023, Roderick A Ferguson, professor of Women's, Gender, and Sexuality 

Studies at Yale University was on a panel that was convened to discuss issues surrounding racism 

and the challenges pertaining to African American studies. During the discussion he stated, 

“How do we socialize courage? What we face in this moment is the social reproduction of 

cowardice. People not finding their voice when they should be finding their voice. How do we 
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create models by which people can speak the unspeakable?”63 Ferguson asks a question that is 

not just pertinent to the fight against injustice in education, but is also thought-provoking for 

communities of faith. He pushes us to consider ways to socialize courage, courage that enables 

people to speak up when they witness or are made aware of boundary violations. This is not 

meant to blame the victim; the goal is to equip people with the confidence that support one in 

standing up against dysfunctional institutions. 

   

  

                                                
63 Whitewashing Black Studies: The Fight For African American Studies in the Era of Racial Backlash. 
YouTube 2/8/2023 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=S1VUldeuO0A&fbclid=IwAR12VoJ3i5sa9dydN6bnq9G
UAo5HfvPXsLFlo6mx8-rkvySQ52fVygFquZ0  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=S1VUldeuO0A&fbclid=IwAR12VoJ3i5sa9dydN6bnq9GUAo5HfvPXsLFlo6mx8-rkvySQ52fVygFquZ0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=S1VUldeuO0A&fbclid=IwAR12VoJ3i5sa9dydN6bnq9GUAo5HfvPXsLFlo6mx8-rkvySQ52fVygFquZ0
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Survey and Interview Questions for Church Attendees 
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Appendix B: Survey and Interview Questions for Clergy 
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Appendix C: Attendee Response Results 
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Appendix D: Clergy Response Results 
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