Episcopal diocese of rhode island

Professional Standards for Ordained Ministry

The relationship of clergy and parishioner can be a powerful relationship in the lives of both and can be integral to a parishioner’s faith journey. A parishioner puts his or her trust in a cleric. In this relationship of trust, the cleric has a professional and moral responsibility to put the interests of the other person above his or her own needs. This relationship can become complex and, in some cases, seriously impaired. It is always the cleric’s responsibility to maintain the integrity of this relationship.

The Diocese offers the following standards to assist and support ordained ministers in maintaining the integrity of relationships in which they offer ministry. It is expected that all ordained clergy and lay leaders in the Diocese will be familiar with and will seek to follow these standards. This listing does not include all diocesan policies or contingencies. An attempt has been made to refer to additional diocesan policies where appropriate.

Clergy are welcome to contact the Bishop as they seek to follow these standards, particularly if they are encountering struggles in doing so. In addition, clergy may also call on members of the bishop’s staff for consultation and assistance.

Clergy in the Diocese of Rhode Island are expected to:

1. Treat themselves with dignity and respect by taking good care of themselves.
This includes:

· Regular and consistent incorporation of wellness and self-care practices in their life. 

· Setting appropriate limits with parishioners as to when they are available and boundaries in the relationship. If a parishioner violates boundaries by going beyond what is appropriate in the clergy/parishioner relationship (e.g. seeking to romanticize the relationship, demanding inordinate amounts of attention, seeking to meet with you alone, sending you too many and/or inappropriate e-mail messages, or does anything that makes you feel uncomfortable or unsafe), firmly and clearly communicate what behavior is acceptable and what is not. Some parishioners do not change their behavior in spite of a cleric’s efforts to explain why change is needed. In such cases, clergy are welcome to seek consultation by contacting the Office of the Bishop.

· Addressing conflicts that may arise between an ordained minister and a parishioner, group of parishioners, or lay leaders in healthy ways. This includes seeking to maintain appropriate boundaries in relationships, communicating clearly and directly to those with whom you are in conflict, seeking nurture and support for yourself outside the church, and possibly seeking assistance from someone trained in conflict resolution. If you are struggling with conflict in your church, you may seek consultation by contacting the Canon for Congregation and Clergy.

2. Comply with diocesan policies regarding ministry with children and youth

There are diocesan policies regarding ministry with children and youth.

Policies for the Protection of Children and Youth sets forth behavioral standards for all adults engaged in ministries with children or youth throughout the Diocese. This policy also sets standards for screening and selection of staff and volunteers who work with children and youth, the monitoring of programs for children and youth, and responding to concerns. Ultimately, ordained leadership in each church is responsible for compliance with this policy within the church. 

3. Comply with “Behavioral Standards" as enumerated in our policy
For all programs and activities for children and youth, the Diocese prohibits:

· issuance to children or youth of non-sacramental alcohol, illegal drugs or pornography,
· consumption of non-sacramental alcohol or illegal drugs or misuse legal drugs, 
· participation of any adult who is under the influence of alcohol or illegal drugs or misusing legal drugs 
· illegal behavior of any type at any activity for children or youth 
· participation by an adult in any sexual, romantic, illicit or secretive relationship or conduct with any children or youth, 
· discussion of sexual activities or fantasies, unless in the context of an approved program or the sacrament of confession, 
· corporal punishment, 
· smoking, 
· the presence of firearms or other concealed weapons.
In addition, whenever an adult is offering any type of ministry or engaged in any type of church- related activity with a child or youth there shall be at least two unrelated adults present. These Behavioral Standards for Ministry with Children or Youth are included in the diocesan Policies for the Protection of Children and Youth.
4. Refrain from dual relationships. Dual relationships in a church setting occur when clergy attempt to relate to a person on two levels at the same time. This can happen when clergy attempt to relate to an individual both personally and professionally (i.e., as cleric and parishioner and at the same time in some other role such as supervisor and church employee or pastor and personal friend.) Dual relationships diminish the effectiveness of ministry. To avoid dual relationships:

· Do not hire parishioners to serve in paid staff positions.

· Do not allow a clergy spouse, partner, or family member to serve on church staff as a lay employee, or as a church officer or vestry member in the church where the related clergy person serves.

· Do not sexualize any relationship with parishioners or others to whom you minister.

· Avoid personal friendships with parishioners and others to whom you minister.

· Develop personal relationships with people outside of the church to whom you do not offer ministry.

5. Accept only token gifts from parishioners and others to whom you minister. Be cautious of the ramifications of accepting major gifts.

6. Refuse to accept loans of any kind from parishioners and others to whom you minister.

7. Refuse to agree to be named as a beneficiary or to act as an administrator or executor in a parishioner’s will or that of anyone to whom you minister.

8. Maintain confidentiality of information shared in the pastoral relationship. This means that clergy will not tell other people personal information a parishioner shares, unless that parishioner gives permission. However, the legal obligation of mandated reporting requires clergy to disclose information to the appropriate state agency in specific situations.

9. Comply with legally mandated reporting requirements regarding the suspected abuse and/or neglect of children, the elderly, and vulnerable adults. In Rhode Island, clergy are mandated reporters of suspected abuse and/or neglect of children, elderly, and vulnerable adults. 

10. Refrain from treating mental health or substance abuse issues unless you are licensed or certified and insured to do so. Clergy are not to treat anyone who is a member of or attends a church in which the cleric is serving.
11. Restrict involvement in the evaluation of mental health or substance abuse issues to no more than three sessions. By the third session, referral if necessary should be made to professional service providers for further evaluation and/or treatment. The limit of three sessions does not apply to premarital conversations.
12. Comply with the responsibilities of being an employer if you are the cleric in charge with paid staff. This includes making appropriate decisions regarding hiring, supervision, record keeping, and termination when for cause or due to financial restrictions. It also includes responding to any and all allegations of misconduct by employees in a timely and appropriate manner.  Consult with the Office of the Bishop for support, if needed. 

13. Comply with financial practices as set forth by The Diocese of Rhode Island and The Episcopal Church. This includes conducting an annual audit of all accounts including discretionary and special ministry funds, and ensuring that the financial systems within your church (such as money counters and those authorized to sign checks) are in accordance with the internal practices recommended by the Diocese and the Episcopal Church. (See the Episcopal Church Manual of Business Methods in Church Affairs.)
14. Bring resolution to relationships with parishioners when ordained ministry at a church ends. When it comes time to leave a church, it is expected that clergy will bring resolution to relationships with all parishioners in a manner that is healthy for the cleric, the cleric’s family, as well as the church. It is expected that once a cleric’s service at a church ends, he or she will no longer perform any clergy functions for any members of that church or others affiliated with the church and will not worship with that congregation. In addition, it is expected that the cleric will not communicate with former parishioners about matters involving the church and will not meet with any members of the church for any reason during the interim period until new ordained leadership is fully integrated into the life of the church. For more information, consult “Leave Taking” which is available on our Website or from the Canon for Congregations and Clergy.
15. Participate in Diocesan Events – It is a diocesan expectation that clergy attend Diocesan Convention and other regular diocesan events such as Clergy Days and Clergy Conferences. Participation in ordinations and celebrations of new ministry are strongly encouraged.
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