Sayville Congregational United Church of Christ
Safe Spaces Policy
Creating a Community of Welcome, Safety, and Accountability
(Aligned with United Church of Christ Safe Church Resources)
Adopted by the Board of __________________________ on __________________

I. Our Covenant and Commitment
Sayville Congregational United Church of Christ is a covenantal community within the United Church of Christ. We are bound together not by uniformity, but by mutual promises of care, respect, accountability, and shared responsibility for the well-being of the Body of Christ.
We affirm that every person is created in the image of God and is worthy of dignity, safety, and belonging. As a congregation that proclaims, “No matter who you are or where you are on life’s journey, you are welcome here,” we recognize that welcome must be embodied through clear boundaries, faithful communication, and courageous accountability.
In keeping with UCC Safe Church commitments, we affirm:
· Welcome without safety is not true hospitality
· Abuse, harassment, and misuse of power are contrary to the Gospel
· Children, youth, and vulnerable adults require heightened protection
· Grace and accountability are not opposites but partners
This policy exists to protect individuals, strengthen trust, guide faithful responses to harm, and support the health and integrity of the congregation.



II. Scope of This Policy
This policy applies to all persons participating in the life, ministry, and mission of Sayville Congregational UCC, including:
· Members and friends
· Clergy, staff, and contractors
· Volunteers and lay leaders
· Children, youth, and program participants
· Visitors and guests
It applies to conduct that occurs:
· On church property
· At church-sponsored events or programs
· In pastoral or leadership relationships
· Through verbal, written, digital, or online communication
· Off-site, when behavior impacts safety, trust, or community integrity

III. Expectations for Conduct and Communication
All persons are expected to engage with one another in ways that reflect:
· Respect and honesty
· Compassion and empathy
· Appropriate boundaries
· Accountability for words and actions
Conflict and disagreement are part of communal life.
Harassment, abuse, intimidation, gossip, manipulation, and retaliation are not.

IV. Power, Boundaries, and Accountability
The United Church of Christ recognizes that power dynamics exist in church life, especially involving clergy, staff, leaders, volunteers, children, youth, and vulnerable adults.
Accordingly:
· Those in positions of authority carry heightened responsibility
· Abuse of power—emotional, psychological, spiritual, or relational—is a covenant violation
· Harmful impact is taken seriously, regardless of intent
Good intentions do not negate harm.

V. Faithful Communication and Community Integrity
Covenantal life calls us to speak the truth in love and to address concerns directly and responsibly.
Community expectations:
· Speak directly with one another when safe and appropriate
· Seek understanding rather than assume intent
· Use established leadership and governance channels
· Avoid rumor, speculation, triangulation, and harmful narratives
Disagreement is not a violation of covenant.
How disagreement is handled matters.





VI. Respect for the Pastor and Church Leadership
Within UCC polity, the Pastor serves in a position of trust, pastoral responsibility, and spiritual leadership in covenant with the congregation and the wider church.
Therefore:
· Concerns about the Pastor should be raised directly when appropriate
· If direct conversation is not possible, concerns should be brought to the Moderator or Board leadership
· Anonymous accusations, gossip, triangulation, or coordinated campaigns to undermine leadership violate covenant.
The Pastor is accountable—but not subject to informal discipline, rumor, or behind-the-back accusation.

VII. Prohibited Conduct
Explicit Definitions, Boundaries, and Examples
The following behaviors are violations of this policy whether they occur once or repeatedly, in person or digitally, and regardless of intent. Impact matters.

A. Harassment
Harassment is unwelcome conduct that demeans, intimidates, pressures, or causes distress.
Examples include:
· Insults, slurs, mocking, or belittling language
· Repeated unwanted criticism or questioning
· Shouting, threatening tone, or intimidation
· Persistent contact after boundaries are stated
· Using humor or “concern” to demean
Appropriate: respectful disagreement, honest questions
Not appropriate: repeated confrontations, public shaming

B. Emotional and Psychological Abuse
Includes behavior intended to control, manipulate, confuse, or diminish.
Examples include:
· Gaslighting or denying lived experience
· Threats or implied consequences
· Repeated pressure to change behavior or beliefs
· Isolating individuals or families

C. Spiritual Abuse
Occurs when religious language or authority is used to control, shame, or silence.
Examples include:
· “God is disappointed in you”
· Using scripture to justify mistreatment
· Pressuring forgiveness to avoid accountability

D. Physical Abuse and Intimidation
Includes any unwanted physical contact or behavior creating fear of harm.
Examples include: hitting, pushing, blocking movement, threatening gestures
Immediate action will be taken for any physical harm or credible threat.



E. Written, Digital, and Online Abuse
Applies fully to email, text, social media, and online platforms.
Not allowed:
· Harassing or threatening messages
· Repeated emails/texts after boundaries
· Anonymous or pseudonymous messages
· Copying others to pressure or shame
· Sharing private information

F. Gossip, Triangulation, and Anonymous Accusations
Especially harmful in covenantal communities.
Includes:
· Sharing complaints with uninvolved parties
· Repeating unverified information
· Enlisting others to “take sides”
· Anonymous letters or emails
These behaviors may constitute harassment or psychological abuse.

G. Retaliation
Any action taken against someone for raising concerns or participating in a review is strictly prohibited.




VIII. Special Protection for Children, Youth, and Vulnerable Adults
Protection of children, youth, and vulnerable adults is non-negotiable.
Definitions
· Children & Youth: under 18
· Vulnerable Adults: increased risk due to disability, illness, age, mental health, dependency, or situational vulnerability
Additional Prohibitions
· Boundary violations or secrecy
· Inappropriate one-on-one contact
· Manipulative or excessive digital communication
· Undermining parents or caregivers

IX. Mandatory Reporting
Sayville Congregational UCC complies fully with New York State mandatory reporting laws.
· Clergy and designated leaders are mandated reporters
· Reasonable suspicion of abuse or neglect will be reported
· Internal church processes do not replace legal obligations
Safety takes precedence over institutional reputation.

X. Reporting & Response Protocol
1. Receive and document concern
2. Assess immediate risk and legal obligations
3. Notify appropriate leadership
4. Implement interim safety measures
5. Review behavior, patterns, and impact
6. Determine response and consequences
7. Provide care, monitoring, and follow-up

XI. When Our Covenant Is Breached
A covenant breach occurs when behavior violates this policy or undermines trust and safety.
Guiding Principles
· Safety comes first
· Those harmed are centered
· Truth is named honestly
· Accountability is required
· Restoration is possible, but not guaranteed
Grace does not eliminate consequences.
Forgiveness does not require continued access.

XII. Review and Accountability
This policy will be reviewed at least every three (3) years or sooner if needed.







APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Quick Reference Chart
What Is and Is Not Appropriate
	Area
	Allowed
	Not Allowed

	Disagreement
	Respectful dialogue
	Shaming, hostility

	Concerns
	Direct, accountable
	Gossip, anonymous

	Communication
	Calm, limited
	Repeated, coercive

	Boundaries
	Honored
	Ignored

	Leadership critique
	Direct
	Campaigns

	Digital
	Appropriate
	Harassing



Appendix B: Board Determination Rubric
☐ Single incident ☐ Pattern
☐ Impact assessed
☐ Power imbalance present
☐ Children/vulnerable adults involved
☐ Interim safety needed
Response level:
☐ Pastoral ☐ Protective ☐ Severe

Appendix C: Email, Texting & Social Media Examples
Email – Not allowed: repeated emails after redirection, anonymous messages
Text – Not allowed: excessive, confrontational, late-night texts
Social Media – Not allowed: vague public criticism, sharing private matters

Appendix D: Parent & Caregiver Summary
Sayville Congregational UCC is committed to safety, transparency, and accountability.
Harassment, abuse, secrecy, and retaliation are not permitted.
Concerns may be raised safely and will be taken seriously.

Appendix E: Enforcement Checklist (Board Use)
☐ Concern documented
☐ Safety assessed
☐ Reporting laws considered
☐ Boundaries set
☐ Accountability implemented
☐ Follow-up scheduled

Appendix F: Board Motion for Adoption
Motion: That the Board adopt the Safe Spaces Policy effective immediately and authorize its implementation.

Closing Affirmation
Creating safe spaces is part of our discipleship and our witness.
With humility, courage, and God’s help, we commit ourselves to this work together.
Proposed Letter to Congregation
Dear Members and Friends of Sayville Congregational United Church of Christ,
Grace and peace to you.
I am writing to share an important step the Board has taken in the life of our congregation: the adoption of a Safe Spaces Policy for Sayville Congregational UCC.
At its heart, this policy is not about anticipating the worst of one another. It is about being faithful to who we say we are. As a church that proclaims “No matter who you are or where you are on life’s journey, you are welcome here,” we also recognize that true welcome must include safety, respect, and accountability.
The Safe Spaces Policy gives us shared language and clear expectations for how we treat one another—whether in person, in writing, or online. It names behaviors that cause harm, clarifies appropriate boundaries, and outlines how concerns can be raised and addressed faithfully. It also affirms our particular responsibility to protect children, youth, and vulnerable adults, and it aligns our practices with United Church of Christ Safe Church resources and New York State requirements.
I want to be clear about what this policy is—and what it is not.
This policy does not discourage disagreement, questions, or honest conversation. Healthy communities need those things. What it does ask of us is that we engage one another directly, respectfully, and with integrity, rather than through rumor, gossip, or behind-the-back accusations. It invites us to speak with one another, not about one another.
This policy also reflects a deep theological truth: grace and accountability belong together. Forgiveness does not mean ignoring harm. Love does not mean avoiding hard conversations. And welcome does not mean asking anyone to tolerate behavior that makes them feel unsafe or diminished.
In the coming weeks, you will see a one-page summary of the policy shared with parents and caregivers, and the full policy will be available to anyone who wishes to read it. Board members, staff, and volunteers will also receive guidance on how the policy is used in practice.
If you have questions, concerns, or simply want to talk about this policy, I welcome that conversation. My hope is that this shared commitment will help us continue to be a church where people can worship, serve, learn, and belong with confidence and trust.
Thank you for the care you show one another and for the ways you continue to live out our covenant together.
With gratitude and hope,


Rev. Kathryn Kelly
Pastor
Sayville Congregational United Church of Christ
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