GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF THE COMPLAINT / SUPERIVSORY RESPONSE / JUST RESOLUTION PROCESS

For the Bishop, Cabinet, Sexual Ethics Response / Intervention Team

New England Conference of United Methodist Church
I. THE GOAL

The complaint/supervisory response/just resolution process has “as its primary purpose a just resolution of the violations of…sacred trust, in the hope that God’s work of justice, reconciliation, and healing may be realized in the body of Christ.”  ¶ 361.1  The process is both “pastoral and administrative,” seeking fairness and balance among the interests of the complainant, respondent, any effected congregation, and the conference.  Special attention is given to cultural, racial, ethnic, and gender contexts throughout the process.  One of the serious consequences of misconduct is the confusion and pain that besets congregations.  An important goal is to help congregations move through this time with compassion, understanding, and ultimate trust and hope in Christ.

II. THE PROCESS

The complaint process is governed by the 2008 Book of Discipline ¶ 361.  If 

just resolution is not achieved in the supervisory response process, the complaint may be passed on as either an administrative complaint (¶  362, 363) or as a judicial complaint (¶ 2702, 2703, 2704, 2705).

III. THE TEAM

In the New England Conference, we use a collaborative team process led by the Bishop and the District Superintendent and, in the case of sexual misconduct, the chair of the Response/Intervention Team for Clergy Sexual Misconduct (R/I Team).  In addition, persons with “qualifications and experience in assessment, intervention, and healing” may assist in the process and Pastor Parish Relations Committee members or other helpful persons may be consulted.

The Bishop gives oversight to the process, relates to the complainant and respondent at appropriate times, handles the “just resolution” development (unless put in mediation) and, with consultation, makes the major decisions about next steps in the process.

The District Superintendent is the principal person to be present and coordinate communications “on the ground.”  The District Superintendent is present with the Bishop in Supervisory Response meetings, taking notes, and issuing follow up letters.  The District Superintendent relates to the complainant, respondent, and congregation in collaboration with the R/I Team “case manager”(in sexual misconduct cases).  The District Superintendent maintains the official and comprehensive file on the case until it is deposited in the Bishop’s office.

The R/I Team “chair / case manager,” in sexual misconduct cases, coordinates and resources, in consultation with the Bishop, those team members assigned to work with complainants, respondents, family members, pastors, and congregations for support and caring.

In addition, the Assistant to the Bishop and Bishop’s Administrative Assistant help in administrative matters in the cases.

IV. TIMING

The 2008 Book of Discipline indicates that from the time the Bishop receives a complaint, there is a 45-day time limit to determine whether to dismiss the complaint or move into supervisory response.  There is a limit of 120 days in supervisory response time to reach a just resolution, with the possibility of 30-day extensions.  It is important to proceed in a timely manner as well as with pastoral sensitivity.

COMPLAINT/SUPERVISORY RESPONSE/JUST RESOLUTION

PROCESS CHECKLIST

1. Initial contact from complainant with Bishop, District Superintendent, or Response/Intervention (R/I Team) member – may or may not be in writing.

2. Complaint put in writing and signed with supporting documentation.  The complaint will be shared with the respondent.

3. In sexual misconduct cases, R/I Team chair notified.

4. Bishop shall, with 45 days, either dismiss the case after consultation with the Cabinet, or initiate the Supervisory Response process.  (120 days for Response process, with 30-day extensions with the agreement of all parties.)

5. With the beginning of the Response process, the Bishop may inform the chair of the Board of Ordained Ministry and may request of the Board of Ordained Ministry Executive Committee up to 90 days suspension for the clergy person.

6. The R/I Team will make assignments of R/I persons in consultation with the Bishop.

7. The Bishop (or designee) and District Superintendent will meet with the complainant and his or her accompanying person and, at another time, the respondent and his or her accompanying person.  During this time:

A. Pastoral concern will be expressed and prayers offered.

B. Written information about the Discipline process will be provided and a written confidentiality agreement made.

C. The parties will have conversation about the allegations.

D. The District Superintendent will take notes and summarize the meeting in a letter to the participants of that meeting.

8. The respondent will be given the written complaint and asked for a written response to the allegations.

9. The Bishop, District Superintendent, R/I Team representative will develop next steps in the Supervisory Response.  For example:

A. Disclosure to PPRC, congregation, others at risk.

B. R/I Team care for all parties involved.

C. Strategy for the congregation.

D. Professional consultations: psychologist, legal, etc.

E. Mediation possibility.

F. Projected time line.

G. Clarity about confidentiality.

10.  Implementation of next steps.

A. District Superintendent informs complainant and respondent of next steps in writing.

B. Care for the congregation – PPRC, etc.

C. Monitoring confidentiality,

11.  Just Resolution development.

A. Receive suggestions for resolution from parties involved.

B. Bishop, District Superintendent, and R/I Team case manager meet with complainant and respondent (and accompanying persons) separately or together (except in the case of sexual misconduct) to negotiate principles of a just resolution.  The Bishop may invite others.

C. A draft of a resolution is sent to complainant and respondent for feedback and review.

D. Resolution is perfected and signed by parties.

E. Bishop/District Superintendent monitor the implementation of the resolution.  The case is sealed and deposited in the Bishop’s office.   A note concerning the charge and resolution is placed in the clergy file and the original disclosure letter is placed in the church file with an indication of resolution.

12.  If a just resolution is not reached, the Bishop will decide to (¶ 361.1.d):

A. Refer the matter to a mediator, or

B. Dismiss the complaint (with consent of Cabinet), or

C. Refer as an administrative or judicial complaint.

13.  All parties informed of the decision in writing by the Bishop

14.  Administrative complaint processes (¶ 362, 363) or judicial complaint (¶ 

            2702, 2703, 2704, 2705) are initiated, if that has been the decision.

15.  At any time in the subsequent processes and with the agreement of all 

            parties, the case may be returned to supervisory response.

(While this process will generally follow the order outlined above in the checklist, there may be cases when the Bishop may change the order for pastoral or administrative reasons without altering the basic requirements of the Discipline.)
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