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I had an early introduction to the field of

clergy sexual misconduct. It was the
summer of 1994, less than a week after I
publicly acknowledged my call to the
ordained ministry. I was sitting in a booth
at a sandwich bar & grill with a female
minister from my local church who
bought lunch for me and my best friend
—also a new candidate in ministry. It was
an occasion for both celebration and
advisement. I remember little else from
the conversation except the words of
warning from the older minister. She
leaned across the table, lowered her voice
and said, “Never ever under any circum-
stances date a man who goes to your
church. I don’t care how fine he is. I don't
care how smarrt he is. Unless God puts a
neon sign over him, a burning bush, don’
do it. There are other Christians in your
city to date because [if you date someone
at your church,] the chances are higher
that things can go wrong than that things

will go right.” I filed these words into my
mental Rolodex with all the other pieces
of unsolicited advice I was receiving abourt
being a young single woman in ministry.
At that time, I could not have imagined
the wisdom, experience and timeliness of
these words to the future of ordained
ministry.

It is impossible to escape the
controversial impact of sexual misconduct
in our society. From Bill Clinton to Henry
Lyons to reports of Catholic priests and
altar boys, we can see the disastrous effects
of sexual relations between persons in
positions of power and authority and their
subordinates. The African Methodist
Episcopal Church is not immune to this
issue, and we must acknowledge its effects
on both clergy and laity alike. Today, I
write to you as a member of the clergy in
the AME Church. I write to you of the
dangers, the possibilities and the
challenges we all face as we think about
how we do ministry on a day to day basis.

THE CHALLENGE OF MINISTRY

The time during which we wrestle with
and accept the call to ordained ministry is
one of the most exciting and frightening
times in the life of a minister. We are
overflowing with the concept and prospect
of representing the words and actions of
God through Jesus Christ. There are
sermons to write, lessons to teach,
ministries to organize, and people to serve.
There are few greater joys than the
excitement that accompanies realizing that
God has chosen us to partake in this great

work of kingdom-building. Yet it is also
an humbling and overwhelming occasion.
The harvest is plentiful and the laborers
are few. Some of us are first-generation
ministers with very little understanding of
the world of responsibilities and obliga-
tions we are entering for the rest of our
lives. Some of us have been raised in a
ministerial culture and strive to under-
stand what the calling will mean for us as
unique individuals. The future is both
exciting and unknown. We spend days,
weeks, months, even years, in prayer and
fasting seeking clarity for God’s voice,
God’s will, God’s path, God.

Ideally this feeling of excitement and
fear never passes. It does subside as we
become more secure in the path that God
is calling us to walk. We feel less urgency
in discerning our every move throughout
our days. We feel confident in our
relationships with God and God’s plan for
us. Yer we must also constantly seek God
as our understanding of God, ministry,
church, society and culture evolves. Our
specific tasks change, we learn more, we
experience more. Daily challenges and
triumphs call us to re-evaluate the question,
“What does it mean to be a minister of
the gospel of Jesus Christ and how do I fit
in to thae?”

Unlike our predecessors in past genera-
tions, we are presented with several models
and images of ministry beyond that of the
“shepherding pastor who looks after and
leads the flock.” We are more than priests
who administer the sacraments of baptism
and Eucharist. The civil rights movement
challenged us to be prophetic voices of
change speaking to the pertinent social
and economic issues of our immediate and
national society. The last two decades
challenge us to understand our roles as

that of professionals. We formalize our
leadership positions and prophetic calling
into complex networks of church
auxiliaries, community activism and
economic institutions. A minister now
must deal with non-profit specifications,
501(c)3, boards of directors, liability
insurance . . . the list continues. Althoug}
we do not all serve in mega-churches, our
denominational structure lends itself to
growth, expansion, organization and
network. Whether this occurs on a local ¢
national level, in an urban or rural setting
in a church parish or general office, we ar
all part of an increasingly technological
and systematic world. While we still
shepherd the flock, we are now beginning
to see ourselves as professionals — we are
counselors, doctors, lawyers, CEOs,
executive directors. Unlike many other
professionals, we are the jack-of-all-trade:
professionals serving communities who ai
often ignored, neglected and underserved
by government and big business.

BEING A PROFESSIONAL
In Ethics for the Professions, Darrell Reeck

defines a professional as a “highly trained
member of the work force with certain
characteristics of training and discipline
that more or less set him or her off from
other categories of workers.” By this
definition, clergy easily fall under the
rubric of “professional.” The AME
Church has long placed a high premium
on the education of its clergy and laity.
We know and believe in the importance «
being trained. In fact, the largest share of
our general budget goes to our education
institutions. Whether we have acquired a
professional degree from a seminary, Bibl
college or divinity school, or have durifull
applied ourselves to the Ministerial



Institute, we are expected to be knowledge-
able about the Bible and other “things of
God.” We are expected to have sufficient
knowledge to preach a sermon, teach a
Bible study, encourage the bereaved,
counsel the engaged, comfort the afflicted
and afflict the comforrable.

Other definitions of “professional” state
that professionals are those who provide a
service to clients for which they receive
payment.! If we are honest with ourselves,
we see that we are like other professionals:
We have “clients;” we receive “payment”
(if not financial, in other privileges
associated with ministry—free meals,
fringe benefits, parsonage, etc.); we even
have our own clinical language: salvation,
redemption, creation, forgiveness, sin, evil,
good, reconciliation etc. Increasingly, we
are seeing ourselves as professionals who
both need and deserve personal planners,
office hours, pensions, secretaries, expense
accounts etc. While I intentionally
overstate the case, [ am challenging both
myself and all of us to take seriously the
implications of the professional model we
use to describe ourselves and our vocation,
and the ways in which our everyday
realities fit into this model.

Like all professionals, we are educated
in our field of specialty and we offer a
service to groups and individuals. Like
other professionals, we adhere to a code of
conduct taken as an oath. Doctors take
the Hippocratic Oath; attorneys take the
Ethical Code of the American Bar
Association. When the bishop laid hands
upon us, we took an oath to adhere to a
code of conduct. We promised to handle
our orders with care doing our best to well
represent both God and the African
Methodist Episcopal Church.

Unlike other professionals, every thing

we say and do carries moral weight. This
is what both attracts us and humbles us in
the work of ministry. We are agents of
God, God's representatives, contributing
to the will of God on earth. We are
responsible for the spiritual formation and
development of those to whom we
minister. We describe an alternative reality
from that seen on television, in the movies
and on the radio. Our motivations and
rationale differ from those of other
professionals. God, rather than a financial
goal, is our raison d'Trre, our reason for
being, living, doing, sacrificing, serving,
leading, preaching, organizing. Unlike a
corporate executive, we must demonstrate
concern for the people we serve and the
society in which we live, and be selfless in
our response. Bottom-line profitability is
not the measure of our success or failure.

In this context, we are compelled o
understand the way in which we must
address professional ethics. Like all
professionals, we must have an ethic, a
code of conduct that guides, shapes and
bounds our actions. It reminds us of our
responsibilities, obligations and duties. It
structures our expression and commit-
ments. Unfortunately, we are not always
instructed in professional ethics. Adhering
to and disregarding the ethic has beneficial
or disastrous effects. This is true for all
professionals. Unlike all of our other
professional peers, this effect directly
represents and affects our community’s
understanding of God.

ProrEessioNAL ETHICS

As clergy, a great deal of responsibility is
placed in our hands. Ethics are important
precisely because of the nature of the work
that we do. In his definition of profession-
als, Reeck adds that professionals are those

who are “commissioned to satisfy complex
needs making judgments entailing
potentially dangerous consequences.”?
Qur assessments and advisements have life
consequences for the people we serve,
This influence can be seductive as we
realize that people actually take our words
and actions with seriously. This influence
can also be overwhelming as we cower
before the throne of God making sure to
say and do just the right thing. We must
constantly put ourselves in check while
encouraging ourselves to be worthy of this
calling.

The most important ethical issues with
which we must wrestle surround the
concept of boundaries. In Ethics in
Pastoral Ministry, Richard Gula reminds
clergy that the ministerial relationship is
likened to, bur distinct from, that of
friendship. Friends choose each other.
Friends hold certain things in common.
Friends are equal in power and status,
giving and receiving equally. Friends also
invite truthful self-disclosure of one
another. Although some of the people
with whom we have ministerial
relationships are also friends, when we
function in a ministerial capacity, we are
not functioning as friends. The clergy
assaciation is not necessarily voluntary or
relaxed. The focus of our contact is upon
the individual or family and the way in
which we can be of assistance or guidance
to them. Although we have all probably
experienced God’s grace and wisdom in
friendships, the ministerial relationship
adds a very different dimension to the
encounter: uncqual power.

As clergy, we are in positions of power
and must deal with others in a
professional capacity appropriate to this
power differential. This means that we are

obligated to draw and maintain bound-
aries in the work we do. This is often
difficult to hear because there are many
occasions in which we feel more over-
burdened than empowered. This is
difficult to hear because we have a history
of friendship with many of the people we
serve in a ministerial capacity. This is
challenging to hear because we are
honestly fond of many of the people with
whom we work. This is frustrating to hea
because we often encounter the same
people in ministerial and social settings.
Yet chis is a part of the vocartion to which
we are called. People become vulnerable t
us trusting us with their greatest fears,
weaknesses and temptations. People trust
us looking for spmtual and moral
guidance. People respect us listening for
explication of Biblical texts and words of
encouragement, hope and liberation. It is
a great responsibility. I find, at times, tha
it is even scary. The selflessness and care
required to serve in our ordained capacity
translates into a need for consideration of
the boundaries we will maintain and the
ethic to which we adhere.

Most aspects of professional ethics are
difficult to establish and maintain.
Confidentiality is one such example. In
everything I do, I remind people that as a
minister, [ will adhere to a level of
confidentiality. If T am serving in a social
service agency, educational institution or
parish church, I can and will maintain
confidentiality in my conversations and
counseling if an individual requests it.
Confidentiality calls us to treat each
individual’s story with the care of precious
jewels. Confidentiality bars us from gossij
and from relaying or identifying details of
counseling sessions in sermons. Confiden-
tiality serves as a safeguard to us, and a gif






