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NASHVILLE, Tenn. (BP)--The Southern Baptist Convent ion "deplores and condemns" 
child sexual abuse and provides resources for its m ember churches to battle it, 
an attorney with the SBC's Executive Committee said  in a statement Feb. 22. 
 
The statement by D. August Boto was in reference to  an Associated Press story 
about a victims' group -- SNAP -- that is asking th e denomination to launch an 
independent review board to look into cases concern ing child sexual abuse. A 
SNAP coordinator, Christa Brown, was quoted in the story as saying Southern 
Baptist leaders "don't want to see this problem" as  true. (SNAP is an acronym 
for Survivors Network of those Abused by Priests an d other Clergy.)  
 
Boto, though, in a 1,300-word statement, said the d enomination is addressing the 
problem, and has long been doing so. 
 
"Such criminal acts by those in ministerial positio ns are abhorrent -- they 
violate a myriad of biblical commands and principle s and even the most basic 
standards of human decency -- and we believe such b ehavior should be prosecuted 
to the fullest," Boto wrote. "Our hearts are truly broken when we hear of such 
abuse and we will continue to encourage Southern Ba ptist churches to address 
this deplorable behavior." 
 
Boto provided several examples of SBC action, inclu ding the fact that LifeWay 
Christian Resources of the SBC provides guidelines for screening preschool and 
children's workers and encourages churches to do ba ckground checks on all 
ministers and workers. State conventions, such as t he Georgia Baptist 
Convention, also have resources in place. 
 
The SBC's unique structure -- churches within the d enomination are autonomous 
and voluntarily choose to participate -- could prev ent "most of the specific 
requests" from SNAP from being implemented. But Bot o said the requests that "are 
feasible" are being studied.  
 
"We have repeatedly encouraged our churches to exer cise due diligence in 
background research when considering a prospective minister or volunteer, but 
that due diligence cannot be mandated," Boto wrote.  "... The Southern Baptist 
Convention structure leaves the responsibility for such matters in the hands of 
those most motivated and capable of addressing it - – the members of the local 
churches -– many of whom are parents and grandparen ts. 
 
The SBC "strongly advises the immediate report of s uspected child abuse, sexual 
or otherwise," Boto said. 
 
In 2002, the messengers at the denomination's annua l meeting approved a 
resolution calling for churches and civil authoriti es to hold accountable clergy 
members guilty of sexual abuse. 
 
Following is the complete statement by Boto, who se rves as general counsel and 
vice president for convention policy for the SBC Ex ecutive Committee: 
 
"Every person on the Executive Committee thoroughly  deplores and condemns the 
sexual abuse SNAP and its representative, Ms. Brown , have addressed in recent 
days. Such criminal acts by those in ministerial po sitions are abhorrent -- they 
violate a myriad of biblical commands and principle s and even the most basic 



standards of human decency -- and we believe such b ehavior should be prosecuted 
to the fullest. Our hearts are truly broken when we  hear of such abuse and we 
will continue to encourage Southern Baptist churche s to address this deplorable 
behavior. 
 
"The repeated claims of Ms. Brown and SNAP to the m edia that we had been 
unresponsive are untrue. SNAP and Ms. Brown receive d written replies to every 
communication they have sent -- a total of five res ponses to date. Copies of 
these are available upon request. We have been info rmed that Ms. Brown and SNAP 
have recently determined they were in error, and di d, in fact, receive our 
correspondence. SNAP has issued an apology for maki ng those claims. 
 
"In our responses to anyone inquiring about Convent ion action in cases of child 
abuse committed in affiliated churches, we have att empted to explain that the 
Southern Baptist Convention and its Executive Commi ttee (indeed, each SBC 
entity, state convention, local association, and or ganization) has absolutely no 
authority over ANY Southern Baptist church. Article  IV of the Convention’s 
constitution (which may be found on the Convention’ s website –- SBC.net) is no 
new provision, and states a historical tenet long d eemed tremendously important 
by all Southern Baptists -– local, Bible-believing churches should not be under 
any outside ecclesiastical authority. Every Souther n Baptist church is 
autonomous and independent -- affiliation with the SBC is entirely voluntary -- 
each of the more than 43,000 churches in the U.S. h as chosen to align 
voluntarily. 
 
"Therefore, the SBC does not play an authoritative role over those churches. 
Representatives from those churches meet annually t o make decisions regarding 
the work of the Executive Committee and the SBC ent ities -- not the other way 
around. 
 
"Because of our structure, most of the specific req uests Ms. Brown and SNAP have 
made are not possible -- there is no denominational  jurisdiction over SBC 
churches. Those requests that are feasible are bein g studied. 
 
"We have repeatedly ENCOURAGED our churches to exer cise due diligence in 
background research when considering a prospective minister or volunteer, but 
that due diligence cannot be mandated. 
 
"The SBC has made resources available to assist chu rches in performing 
background research and we will continue to encoura ge every SBC church to make 
full use of those resources in their hiring process es. (The resources listed 
below are not new -- some of them have been availab le for several years.) 
 
"Our earnest prayer is that every Southern Baptist church will take the 
necessary steps to prevent such abuse -- it is a st ewardship the Lord has placed 
before them and one which we pray they will embrace  prayerfully and diligently. 
 
"The following links are a sampling of SBC-related Internet resources for 
preventing child abuse: 
 
"<a 
href="http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/article_main_page/ 0%2C1703%2CA%25253D162001%252
526M%25253D200828%2C00.html">10 Steps to Prevent Ch ild Abuse in the Church</a> 
 
"<a 
href="http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/article_main_page/ 0%2C1703%2CA%25253D156788%252
526M%25253D200828%2C00.html">How to Protect Your Ch urch from Lawsuits</a> 



 
"<a 
href="http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/article_main_page/ 0%2C1703%2CA%25253D150992%252
526M%25253D200828%2C00.html">4 Steps to Prevent Sex ual Abuse in Your Church</a> 
 
"<a 
href="http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/article_main_page/ 0%2C1703%2CA%25253D151573%252
526M%25253D200828%2C00.html">7 Ways to Protect Your  Church Staff from 
Scandal</a> 
 
"<a 
href="http://www.lifeway.com/lwc/article_main_page/ 0%2C1703%2CA%25253D150211%252
526M%25253D200824%2C00.html">Screening Procedures f or Childhood Ministry</a> 
 
“Examples of resources offered by state conventions  to their churches: 
 
"<a href="http://cfs.gabaptist.org/Resources//20.pd f">Child Abuse Prevention and 
Reporting</a> 
 
"<a href="http://cfs.gabaptist.org/common/content.a sp?PAGE=409">Child Abuse 
Prevention</a> 
 
"<a href="http://cfs.gabaptist.org/Resources//145.p df">Suggested Steps in 
Preventing Child Abuse in the Church</a> 
 
"With respect to recent specific claims about the S outhern Baptist Convention, 
see the following: 
 
"1. <b>The claim that an independent review panel i s necessary –-</b> Any such 
panel, to be effective, would need authority to inv estigate and act. Baptists 
would never authorize or recognize such a panel if it were composed of people 
outside their local church. Inside the local church , it is often the case that 
Baptists have formed deacon subcommittees, personne l committees, legal 
committees and other such bodies to authorize preve ntion policies and deal with 
specific instances of criminal, abhorrent or imperm issible conduct. And with 
regard to criminal matters, the proper investigator y panel for Baptists should 
be law enforcement officials. The SBC strongly advi ses the immediate report of 
suspected child abuse, sexual or otherwise. 
 
"2. <b>The claim that a no-tolerance policy should be adopted –-</b> While there 
may be some merit in local churches including a bol d statement against child 
abuse in any employee policies they may adopt, stat ing the obvious would be more 
in the way of a public relations move than one of r eal substance. The SBC does 
not tolerate or condone crime of any kind. The sugg estion that adoption of a no-
tolerance policy would be helpful implies that the SBC approves ministers of 
local churches, or certifies ministers for service,  which it does not. 
 
"3. <b>The assertion that the SBC should be able to  track its ministers -–</b> 
Churches choosing to affiliate with the Convention to cooperate in mission 
endeavors employ their own ministers, who may choos e to inform the Convention of 
their whereabouts, though many do not. The minister s are not the Convention’s. 
They are (or ought to be) the Lord’s. The Conventio n, as already explained, has 
no basis upon which to require ministers to update their employment status or 
address. In a sense, the SBC is as capable of contr olling or knowing the 
whereabouts of 'its' ministers as a university migh t be of 'its' alumni. Sexual 
predators are not well known for their propensity t o publicly declare their 
intentions, identity, or location. 



 
"4. <b>The reported assertion (by Christa Brown) th at 'kids are not safe in 
Southern Baptist churches' -–</b> Statements such a s this have implied that the 
Southern Baptist Convention is somehow irresponsibl e regarding child safety. The 
Southern Baptist Convention structure leaves the re sponsibility for such matters 
in the hands of those most motivated and capable of  addressing it -– the members 
of the local churches -– many of whom are parents a nd grandparents. 
 
"5. <b>The assertion (by Christa Brown) that nothin g is being done until the 
press becomes involved -–</b> Examination of the ca ses reported discloses that 
in the vast majority of them, the news article is r eporting about lawsuits and 
criminal actions that have already been filed as th e result of a local church 
(or victim) having acted. 
 
"6. <b>The suggestion that a registry be employed b y the denomination to 
blacklist perpetrators -–</b> There is already an a bundance of such registries. 
Any church desiring to qualify a potential employee  or volunteer has access to 
them. The answer lies more in exercising the due di ligence of qualification than 
it does in creating another list. SNAP appears to r ecognize this, in that, as 
yet, it has posted no such list. 
 
"7. <b>The report (by Christa Brown, as reported by  Rose French for the AP) that 
in the last six months, SNAP has received reports o f about 40 cases of sexual 
abuse by Southern Baptist ministers –- with some of  the incidents dating back 
many years -–</b> SNAP did not share that claim, no r the underlying information, 
in our meeting with them on Tuesday, February 20th.  But statements such as this 
are misleading if they are not read carefully. In t he last several hours since 
the release of the AP report, the statement has bee n misunderstood and 
improperly recast as '40 cases in the last six mont hs.' The SBC’s response to 
the challenge of moral failure and crime in church settings must be crafted on 
dependable information, and the public’s perception  of the SBC in the process 
should be also. If SNAP cares to catalog the inform ation it is referring to, of 
course we will review it, but for it to be usable i t should take a reliable 
form, bereft of generalization, innuendo and presum ption. In our correspondence 
with SNAP, we asked for their data six months ago, but did not receive a reply. 
Nevertheless, published reports (taken from the Int ernet and available to 
anyone) concern us. Almost all of them involved eit her a civil lawsuit, an 
arrest and prosecution, or both. And, whatever the actual number, we know that 
every single instance of child abuse, occurring any where, is a deplorable 
tragedy. We know that children are especially preci ous in God's sight. For a 
child to be abused in a place where the child shoul d be most safe is terribly 
troubling to us. We cannot overstate the depth of o ur grief for each victim. We 
cannot overstate our sense of condemnation of such behavior. 
 
"8. <b>The assertion that sexual abuse of children is more likely in a Baptist 
context because of Baptist polity --</b> It is iron ic that SNAP, an organization 
most of whose members were abused in a hierarchical  ecclesiastical framework 
(Catholic) now believe that victimization is more l ikely in a congregational one 
(Baptist, Bible church, etc.), and that hierarchica l solutions may be best. They 
quote one ethicist for the proposition that the Bap tist context may make 
victimization more possible, but when that quote is  read closely, it becomes 
apparent that the problem being complained of is th e exercise of unbridled 
authority. This can occur in ANY setting –- school,  church, employment, or 
government. The Baptist context includes congregati ons exhibiting a full range 
of willingness and ability to correctly relate to t heir ministers. Some do it 
very well and some do not. And those which do not o ften suffer, and allow 
suffering by victims, as a result. Tragically, even  some of the most vigilant 



congregations have also fallen victim to an occurre nce. We must improve wherever 
we can." 
--30-- 
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