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Confidentiality is a critical issue in our churches today.  When confidences are broken, relational, emotional, vocational and even spiritual damage are likely to follow.  Sadly, often times the greatest offenses of breaking confidences happen among well-intentioned people who have a heart to help.  Therefore, we are presenting the following principles to help those ministering in helping ministries at Grace to do so with integrity. This document is an attempt to clarify the expectations and limits of confidentiality. It should be discussed so there is a clear understanding of confidentiality prior to sharing confidential information.

Those involved in a helping ministry include pastors, elders, ministry team leaders, all group leaders, and others who function in similar roles. The helping relationship occurs when one person turns to another for help in personal matters. Unless specific permission is given, the personal information shared is presumed confidential. 

The helper works under a double burden.  Under God he/she carries responsibilities both to the one helped and to the body in which he/she ministers.  Confidentiality may bring these two burdens into conflict.  A helping ministry will succeed only in an atmosphere of trust between church, helper and the one helped. The one helped will trust the helper only when he/she knows that information he/she shares with the helper will be held in strict confidence. The church will trust a helper only when it knows he/she will act appropri​ately to protect the body of Christ from harm.

The following principles clarify the nature and limitations of confidentiality:

1.
The helper will keep all information the one helped shares with him/her in strict confidence according to the limits stated below except as agreed to by the one helped. 

2.
The more formal the relationship, the more critical confidentiality becomes. A helping relationship becomes more formal when a) there are regularly scheduled meeting times, b) when it becomes more personal and vulnerable, and c) when one person is more consistently the helper. At the time of formalizing a relationship, the helper will discuss with the one helped their confidentiality agreement.  If the relationship is more like a counseling relationship, it is best that the helper initiate preparing a written agreement signed by both parties and dated.  It will affirm confiden​tiality of all information including discussions, documents, and records.  

3.
Whether formal or informal, helping relationships will have the following exceptions to confi​dential​i​ty:

a.
Child or elder abuse will be reported to the appro​priate pastor of the church who will see that a report is made to the appropri​ate governmental authority as required by law (ORS 419B.005 to 419B.045).

b.
When there is a serious danger of physical, psychological or spiritual harm to the one helped or another person, then responsible action to protect those persons is required.  We understand a person to be a living human from conception to natural death.  In all such situations the helper will make every reasonable attempt to gain the cooperation of the one helped.  The best outcome is when the one threatening to cause harm is the one who reports to the appropriate author​ity. The helper will proceed with disclo​sure when and only when cooperation is refused and the damage feared is both serious and probable.  Whenever possible the one helped will be warned that such disclo​sure will occur and be told to whom the information will be given.

c.
In cases where a medical emergency occurs, information necessary to the treatment of the one helped may be shared with the physician or other skilled pro​fessionals.

d.
To achieve the highest possible quality of ministry, the helper may consult with skilled professionals or with pastors/elders of the church as a part of the process of helping.  Those persons who are consulted will maintain confi​dentiality of all information.  Neither the name nor identifying details of the one helped will be disclosed in this consultation. If the helper consults with a pastor/elder, or if the pastor/elder discusses it with other pastors/elders or staff, it must be with the prior permission and knowledge of the one helped.

4. 
The helper will encourage the one helped to responsible confession, repentance and restitution where there is sin against another.  In cases where the sin cannot be dealt with in the helping relationship, the helper will seek to bring the one helped into rela​tionship with appropri​ate persons who will aid him/her and protect those whom his/her behavior might impact.  If the behavior persists and it seems likely that cooperation will not be achieved, the helper will normally terminate the helping relation​ship.  Where there is danger of harm to another person, principle 3b will apply.

5.
When a pastor or ministry leader of the church refers a person to the helper, the helper may want to encourage the one helped to sign an information release to the pastor.  This will be facilitated by the fact that the one helped approached the pastor or ministry team leader first.  The pastor or ministry team leader will maintain confidentiality of all information disclosed under this agreement.  

6.
When a person being helped is being considered for a ministry position, the pastor will get affirmation from the helper as to the appropriateness of the one being helped serving in that position.  When the helper feels the position is inappropri​ate, he/she will say so without needing to give specific reason for the judgment. Wherever possible, the helper should discuss this with the one being helped before giving the information to the pastor. It should always be discussed after the affirmation is made. This procedure will protect both the confiden​tiality of the helping relationship and the integrity of the body.

