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Abstract:  

The WatchTower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, or as they are more commonly 

known as Jehovah’s Witnesses have been criticised by the Australian Royal Commission 

for their handling and practices of child safeguarding. This centralised international 

religious organisation defends its practices with first-century biblical principles, claiming 

that it possesses spiritual truth. This thesis tests the hypothesis of whether this religious 

organisation adjusts to local variations of child safeguarding laws in the United States of 

America, England and Australia. This organisation’s local adaptations to child safeguarding 

laws in these three countries are a challenge to their universal truth.                      

The methodology of this enquiry includes an analysis of textual sources ranging from 

WatchTower’s child safeguarding policy, letters, magazines and civil court cases 

concerning child abuse, in addition to the findings of the Australian Royal Commission  

and the response submitted on behalf of WatchTower.      

This study finds that this organisation does not respond or adjust in the face of   

criticism and recommendations of scholars, the mass media and the secular courts 

unless legislation requires it. This study contributes to the field of religious studies   

as it merits further research to investigate whether Jehovah’s Witnesses’    

adjust to local variations without legal pressure. 
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1. Introduction and hypothesis:  

The WatchTower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, or as they are more commonly 

known as Jehovah’s Witnesses, have been criticised by the Australian Royal Commission 

in 2015, for its handling and practices of child safeguarding.                          

This international religious organisation defends its practices with first-century biblical 

principles. Alonzo Gaskill would agree as he argues that, ‘Witnesses emphatically declare 

themselves to be the only true form of Christianity upon the face of the earth’            

(Gaskill, 2016, p.65). Therefore, WatchTower’s local adaptations to the differing secular 

child safeguarding laws can be seen to be a challenge to their universal truth. There are 

various case studies in the New Religious Movements (NRMs) literature which explore the 

evangelical role Jehovah’s Witnesses’ play in these three countries. There is also a range 

of medical scholarship which explores the legal issues concerning the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ practice of rejecting blood transfusions for terminally ill children. Despite this, 

Zoe Knox argues that there is a lack of sociological literature on Jehovah’s Witnesses’,  

In 1967, W. C. Stevenson, a sociologist (and ex-Witness), wrote:            

“Considering the size and influence of Jehovah’s Witnesses as a movement,     

there has been surprisingly little written about it, and much of that has come from 

sources so hopelessly prejudiced that their contribution is quite worthless”.  

Precisely the same may be said half a century later. (2018, p.7).  

Ketan Tailor et al. would agree with Knox as he asserts that,               

‘while the physical, psychological and social consequences of child sexual abuse [CSA] 

have been widely documented in the research literature, religious consequence remains 

relatively unexamined’ (2014, p.866). As a result, there is a gap in the research literature 

which explores the legal and theological adjustments the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ practice.                           

Such as disfellowshipping child sexual abusers, the elder’s adherence to local mandatory 

reporting laws and acquiring working with children checks in these three countries.  
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Therefore, in this dissertation I will test the following two hypothesis:   

Where there are local variations from the global Jehovah’s Witnesses’ instructions,          

there are local legal requirements. Where there are no local legal requirements,   

there are no local variations in Jehovah’s Witnesses’ documents and practices.       

This study will significantly contribute to the research literature, as there is much yet to be 

written on the issue of child sexual abuse in the Jehovah’s Witness religion,   

with pertinence to their adaptation to local legal variations of child safeguarding laws.   

Many religious traditions display local adaptations which are due to cultural norms.   

I argue that the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ modify their child safeguarding practices,               

not because of the cultural variations of the 240 lands for which they inhabit,                     

but because of the differing legal landscapes for which they accommodate to.                     

In most cases of religious variation, legal frameworks are merely one factor alongside 

cultural, linguistic and historical circumstances. The great evangelical missionary 

movements of the nineteenth century were extraordinary exercises in linguistic flexibility 

and cultural sensitivity, but not in the case of Jehovah’s Witnesses’.     

For this reason, the WatchTower organisation displays some unique features in relation to 

this challenge. Thus, child safeguarding is an ideal test case for my hypothesis    

as I aim to explore some variations in practice which are a result of local legal 

requirements. Therefore, I argue that this religious organisation does not respond or adjust 

its doctrinal practices of child safeguarding in the face of criticism and recommendations of 

scholars, the mass media and the secular courts unless legislation requires it.     

2. Methodology: 

This study will be conducted by analysing a variety of textual sources which will include 

documents that are produced by the WatchTower organisation. I will investigate a range of 

Jehovah’s Witness literature such as their letters and magazines including some of their 

WatchTower Announcing Jehovah’s Kingdom articles. Through this method, I will offer an 
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insight into the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ spiritual position and practices of child safeguarding.     

This will illuminate whether this organisation modifies its practices and policies accordingly 

to the local variations of child safeguarding laws in these three countries.     

I will also refer to their version of the Bible The New World Translation of the Holy 

Scriptures, to explore their doctrinal position on child protection. This will be useful for 

reporting on the Jehovah's Witnesses' spiritual and risk management practices of  

child safeguarding. This will also contribute towards establishing whether there are any 

variations in practices, which emerge due to local legal requirements of child protection 

laws in these three countries. This will be especially useful for investigating whether the 

criticisms of the mass media, scholars and the courts are met with adaptations to their 

practices. This will be particularly interesting as this organisation may defend its practices 

under its constitutional rights to freedom of belief. I will also explore WatchTower’s legal 

documents such as their child safeguarding policy, which I have gained access to through 

their online library. I will investigate what purpose these documents serve, by questioning 

who the target audience is and the accessibility of some of this information.     

 There are many reasons for why I have produced this investigation by 

predominantly drawing on textual information and secondary sources, to determine 

whether Jehovah’s Witnesses modify their practices of child safeguarding due to local 

legal requirements. The main reason is that some Jehovah’s Witness congregations are 

closed off, which consequently presented the challenge of gaining access to specific 

knowledge from active members. My attempt to incorporate the views of active members 

could have also posed psychological harm to the participants of this study, as this 

organisation could shun members for affiliating with worldly people, who are considered 

bad associations. Technical words, which appear in bold on their first use, are discussed 

in the glossary. Ron Rhodes would agree as he argues that, ‘critical thinkers are 

considered spiritually weak and could be disfellowshipped for apostasy’ (Rhodes, 2009,  
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p.15). This challenge could occur if active members asked or answered questions on my 

behalf which concern the processes for handling child abuse cases in this organisation.   

Zoe Knox would agree with Rhodes as she argues that, ‘it is a bind which is ever-present 

for those who study extant religious groups, and more so for scholars of one which 

discourages its members from the analysis of its history and makes archival material and 

internal debates inaccessible’ (2017,p.257). Moreover, this research challenge has 

compelled me to investigate whether the Australian Royal Commission’s criticism’s of this 

group’s practice of shunning is met with theocratic reform, due to local legislative 

pressure in Australia. Consequently, there was no possibility of forming interest discussion 

groups and splinter groups as this dissertation is an investigation into the adaptability of 

this organisation to local legal practices of child safeguarding. Therefore, it was not 

possible to probe information in this organisation from practising Jehovah’s Witnesses’.  

 Furthermore, I will also explore the various criticisms presented in the        

Australian Royal Commission’s report of Case Study No.29 - The response of the 

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ WatchTower Bible and Tract Society of Australia Ltd to allegations of 

child sexual abuse, alongside the response submission on behalf of WatchTower.               

In addition to the Royal Commission’s criticism of this group’s theocratic practice of 

shunning, the Commission has also found fault with WatchTower’s practice of denying 

women the right to any involvement in their ecclesiastical judiciary process.                       

The Commission’s criticism also includes this organisation’s doctrinal application of the 

two-witness rule to cases of child sexual abuse and their practice of forgiving and 

reappointing known child sexual abusers into positions of trust and authority.                   

This will, therefore, be a focal test for my hypothesis as it includes both recommendations 

and legal requirements. Thus, the role of section 6 will contribute towards establishing 

whether there is any variation in child safeguarding practices in Australian provinces which 

have emerged due to local legislative requirements. 
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 Knox offers valuable advice concerning the issue of research material for scholars 

who are investigating Jehovah’s Witnesses’ as this is an under researched field,             

‘given the limitations of the research materials available to historians, writing Witness 

history demands that scholars are enterprising about the range of possible sources’ 

(2011, p180). For this reason, I have included my e-mail correspondence with the 

Jehovah’s Witness legal department in England, to establish whether there are any local 

legal adaptations to child safeguarding practices in comparison to America and Australia.   

In addition to this, I will also investigate and consult various letters of correspondence, 

concerning child abuse from the elders of congregations in America.    

This will enable me to explore the elder’s practices and risk management procedures for 

handling cases of child sexual abuse. This will test my hypothesis as it will measure 

whether the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ child safeguarding practices in Massachusetts have 

adapted to local legal requirements. Furthermore, these letters will illuminate whether the 

elder's practices differ from provinces in Australia and in England. These documents have 

been sourced from FaithLeaks.org which is a project created by the non-profit   

Truth and Transparency Foundation, founded in 2017 by Ryan McKnight and   

Ethan Gregory Dodge. The Faithleaks team had informed me that they acquired these 

documents by using the SecureDrop feature on their website which allows anonymous 

submissions. They then reviewed these documents and redacted parts of the information 

to adhere to data protection and privacy laws. Due to the nature of how these files were 

acquired, it is essential that I declare that these documents could have been fabricated 

and therefore I cannot fully corroborate their reliability and authenticity. These textual 

sources aim to offer an original and new insight into the procedures for which the elders 

exercise concerning child abuse cases. Therefore, this textual analysis aims to test the 

hypothesis of whether the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ adjust their practices to local variations of 

child safeguarding laws in the United States of America, England and Australia. 
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3. Variations of Child Safeguarding in USA, Australia and England: 

Child safeguarding laws across the United States of America, England and Australia are all 

unique and as a result, these countries endorse different definitions and legislation.  

3.1 The United Nations perspective on Child safeguarding: 

Article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) affirms that 

a ‘Child’ is defined as any person — girl, boy, a young woman, young man, and children of 

other gender identities — under the age of 18. All young people under the age of 18 have 

equal rights to protection from all forms of violence as declared in article 19 of the UNCRC. 

This includes article 6 concerning survival and development, in which member states of 

the UN have a legal duty to ensure that children survive and develop healthily, both 

mentally and physically (Unicef, 2014). Therefore, adequate child safeguarding ensures 

that the mental health of children including Jehovah’s Witnesses’ are protected.      

Specific human rights freedoms are made clear in article 18 of The Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights (UDHR) which affirms that everyone has, ‘the right to freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change religion or belief’   

(United Nations, 2015). I will measure whether the Australian Royal Commission’s criticism 

of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ doctrinal practice of shunning victims of child sexual abuse 

who wish to leave this organisation with WatchTower’s response submission in section 6.6.                  

The Commission had criticised WatchTower’s theological practice of placing victims of 

abuse in the position of choosing between re-traumatisation or losing their entire social 

network. This will be useful to test my hypothesis of whether legislative pressure accounts 

for theocratic adaptation. 

3.2 Child protection legislation in American states: 

In the United States of America, child abuse and neglect is defined by federal and state 

laws. At the federal level, the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act 2010 (CAPTA) 

defines child abuse and neglect as, 
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Any act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker, which results in death, 

serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse, or exploitation, or an act or 

failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm    

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016). 

CAPTA’s definition of child abuse and neglect refers to parents and other caregivers,   

which in this case, would not necessarily include the Jehovah’s Witness elders, as the 

responsibility of the welfare of children varies in specific states (CAPTA, 2011, p.6).               

It is essential to clarify that child safeguarding laws in American states differ distinctly, 

equally as much in comparison to Australian provinces and in England.                   

With relevance to my hypothesis and the analysis of the elder’s correspondence letters in 

section 5, I will focus on the child safeguarding laws in Massachusetts and WatchTower’s 

former headquarters in New York, to determine whether one can see any variations in child 

safeguarding practices from Jehovah’s Witness elders in accordance with the secular law.  

 According to XVII, Chapter 119 protection and care of children, Section 21, 51H,      

a mandated reporter in Massachusetts qualifies a person who is a, ‘priest, clergy member, 

leader of any church or religious body, person performing official duties on behalf of a 

church or religious body that are recognised as the duties of a priest’ (2018, The General 

Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts). Therefore, a Jehovah’s Witness elder is 

required to mandatorily report known cases of child sexual abuse and their failure to do so 

could result in secular prosecution with Class A misdemeanour and civil liability. 

Furthermore, in the state of Massachusetts Jehovah’s Witness elders are recommended to 

conduct Criminal Offender Record Information checks [CORI]. However, as this is not 

legislatively mandatory, it is difficult to determine whether Jehovah’s Witness elders 

consistently comply with this local adaptation like that of other Christian churches such as 

the Protestant United Church of Christ in Massachusetts (United Church of Christ 

Massachusetts, Safe Church and Safe Conduct Ministry). Therefore, it is difficult to 
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determine whether Jehovah’s Witness elders consistently undertake CORI checks in the 

state of Massachusetts, as there is no mandatory local legal requirement. 

 Interestingly, the state of New York varies distinctly to the state of Massachusetts as 

section 413 of the child protective services under New York State Social Service Law does 

not categorise a Jehovah’s Witness elder or clergyman as a mandated reporter.                       

This is regardless of whether elders are equipped with reasonable knowledge to suspect 

child abuse or maltreatment is occurring in their congregation (The New York State 

Senate, Section 413). However, any person can and may make such a report if they have 

reasonable cause to suspect that a child is being abused or maltreated.    

Although, it is difficult to ascertain whether there are any cases where elders have 

voluntarily reported a case of child abuse in New York, as reporting can also be conducted 

anonymously. Similarly to the state of Massachusetts, New York does not require 

Jehovah’s Witness elders to mandatorily undertake criminal background checks. 

Therefore, one does not see local adaptations like that of the Methodist Church who 

voluntarily meet the safe sanctuaries policy (The Upper New York Conference of the 

United Methodist Church, Safe Sanctuaries). 

3.3 Child Safeguarding laws in Australia: 

Similarly to America, Australia manages child protection across its various provinces and 

territories. There are also guiding principles which Australia upholds across its 

jurisdictions. These are accompanied by legislative acts in each province and territory 

which governs such services ranging from Victoria which constitutes the Children, Youth 

and Families Act 2005 [Vic], South Australia which upholds the Children's Protection Act 

1993 [SA] and Northern Territory which endorses the Care and Protection of Children Act 

2007 [NT] (2018, Australian child protection legislation). Therefore, various provinces in 

Australia such as Victoria, South Australia and the Northern Territory legally require 

Jehovah’s Witness elders to mandatorily report known cases of child sexual abuse, in 
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addition to acquiring working with children background checks as a local legal 

requirement. This, therefore, differs distinctly to elder’s expected child safeguarding 

practices in Massachusetts and New York. Thus, one can expect the elders of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ to adjust their practices to the local legal landscapes of these Australian 

provinces which require them to undertake these mandatory measures.  

 In addition to this, Australia shares many of the principles of the UNCRC in its child 

protection legislations, which includes the Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986 

(2018, Australian child protection legislation). The Australian Royal Commission notably 

offers a document which provides guidance on how to create a child safe organisation, 

Child safety is embedded in institutional leadership, governance and culture.              

Risk management strategies focus on preventing, identifying and mitigating risks to 

children. Children can access sexual abuse prevention programs and information. 

People working with children are suitable and supported. Complaints are taken 

seriously, responded to promptly and thoroughly, and reporting, privacy and 

employment law obligations are met. Policies and procedures are accessible and 

easy to understand (Kylie Valentine et. al, 2016, pp.3-4). 

Some of the Commission’s recommendations, however, are not legally obligatory and 

therefore its recommendations may not be entirely met by the WatchTower organisation. 

 Moreover, these various child safeguarding laws in Australian provinces include the 

best interest principle of the child, which ensures early intervention with the aim to identify 

and prevent abuse. Australia practices the young people’s participation in the decision-

making process, this principle also considers the views of children as a priority,    

as The Families Act 1997 affirms: 

In any exercise of powers under this Act in relation to a child, if a child is able to 

form and express views as to his or her ongoing care and protection,    

those views must be sought and given serious consideration.  
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Therefore, this will also be a variable that I will investigate from the evidence brought to 

court by the Australian Royal Commission. I will explore the Commission's findings of 

whether Jehovah’s Witness elders in Australia take the allegations of child sexual abuse 

victims seriously. I will investigate this in section 6.4 by exploring the Commission’s 

criticism of WatchTower’s doctrinal application of the two witness rule to cases of child 

sexual abuse and whether any legislative pressure accounts for theocratic adaptation in 

their response to this criticism.  

3.4 Child Safe guarding policies in England:  

In comparison to the various states in America and provinces in Australia, English law 

differs distinctly to these two countries. According to the Charity Commission for England 

and Wales, child safeguarding is a term which is broader than child protection and relates 

to the action taken to promote the welfare of children to protect them from harm.   

Working together to safeguard children defines safeguarding as,  

Protecting children from maltreatment, preventing impairment of children’s health 

and development, ensuring that children grow up in circumstances consistent with 

the provision of safe and effective care and taking action to enable all children to 

have the best outcomes (2014, Safeguarding children and young people). 

The Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 legislation also ensures that members of 

society are barred from working with children if they pose harm or detriment to children’s 

rights and safety. However, I had e-mailed the Jehovah’s Witness legal department in 

England, and they had confirmed that they do not observe the Safeguarding Vulnerable 

Groups Act 2006 legislation. This is because WatchTower claims that they do not fall within 

the scope of regulated activities relating to children. Their legal department responded to 

my enquiry to whether the English elders undertake disclosure and barring service checks 

[DBS] and they replied with the following: 
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Firstly, you ask, “whether all elders in congregations undergo DBS checks.”                  

You may not be aware of this, but the congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses do not 

provide or sponsor any activities that fall within the scope of “Regulated Activity 

Relating to Children,” (as defined in the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006, 

as amended from time to time, and equivalent legislation in other parts of the 

United Kingdom and Ireland) including such activities as Crèches, Playgroups, 

Sunday Schools, Youth Groups, Clubs, Choirs, or Camps.     

As such, elders are not under any legal obligation to have a DBS check.  1

WatchTower’s English legal department claim that they are not under any legal obligation 

to conduct DBS checks and therefore they are not falling short of the law, as they do not 

consider themselves as participating in these mentioned activities. This, therefore, tests 

my hypothesis, that where there is no particular legal requirement for elders of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ to undertake DBS checks, one does not see the local adaptation.  

3.4.1 Changes in practice due to English legal pressure: 

Evidence of the WatchTower organisation adapting its child safeguarding practices due to 

local legal requirements can be seen in the prosecution of child sexually abusive elders. 

This can be seen in the case of Karen Morgan, who was abused by her uncle   

Mark Sewell, who was an elder, he was sentenced to 14 years by Judge Richard Twomlow 

at the Merthyr Crown Court for eight sexual abuse offences, including one of rape between 

1987 and 1995. Morgan’s criticism of WatchTower sheds light on where she had felt that 

her case of child sexual abuse was mishandled:  

Those group of elders sat me down as a child in front of a guy who had been 

abusing me for years and expected me to talk about it in front of him and hear him 

call me a liar. That has probably had the most effect on the rest of my life.          

What Mark did to me I have had to try and deal with but I have also had to try and 

 See appendix 1.1
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deal with how the whole thing was handled and it's that part of this that I want 

answers for. I blame them for what happened to me because no-one dealt with it        

(BBC, 3 July 2014). 

This evidences a legal issue, particularly as WatchTower had fallen short of the          

Sexual Offences Act as the elders required Karen to confront her abuser.  

James T. Richardson would agree with my hypothesis that religious movements such as 

the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ are capable of theocratic adaptation to local legal pressures        

as he asserts that, 

all NRMs have to learn to exist within the laws, of the societies within which they 

exist. This means that the organization structure, the ways they raise and spend 

funds, and other concerns, even including theological developments’ (2012, p.49). 

Evidence of this can be seen in WatchTower’s magazine which explores their doctrinal 

practice of requiring victims of abuse to confront their abusers to report an allegation,  

What if the sufferer decides that he wants to make an accusation? Then the two 

elders can advise him that, in line with the principle at Matthew 18:15, he should 

personally approach the accused about the matter (WatchTower, 1995, p.28).  2

WatchTower can be seen to have adapted to the local legal pressures of English law and 

as a result, they have adjusted their theocratic child safeguarding practices by no longer 

requiring victims of abuse to confront their abusers. This adaptation to the law can be seen 

in point 9 of The Jehovah’s Witness scripturally based position on child protection  policy 3

document which states that, ‘elders never require victims of child abuse to present their 

accusation in the presence of the alleged abuser’ thus confirming the test of my 

hypothesis. The judge at Merthyr Crown Court had concluded that Sewell used his position 

of power as an elder in the congregation to exploit and abuse various women and children,  

 See Appendix 2A.2

 See Appendix 3.3
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He was found guilty of rape and indecent assault in Barry, Vale of Glamorgan 

between 1987 and 1995. He was senior Jehovah’s Witness when he abused his 

position of trust to sexually abuse young girls and rape a women who were 

worshippers at his congregation. The judge said: “Your victims felt inhibited about 

what they could say because of your position as an elder… You have shown not a 

thread of remorse” (TheLawPages.com, Court case, U2014004, 2 April, 2014). 

Interestingly, the WatchTower organisation is listed as a charity in England, thus it is 

subject to charity law and is regulated by the Charity Commission. Therefore, 

WatchTower’s status falls under Voluntary, charity, social enterprise, faith-based 

organisations and private sectors (VCSE). The Working Together to Safeguard Children 

July 2018 is clear on the recommendations to elders in England in point 60 and 61, 

individual practitioners, should be aware of their responsibilities for safeguarding 

and protecting children from harm, how they should respond to child protection 

concerns and how to make a referral to local authority children’s social care or the 

police (HM government, Working Together to Safeguard Children, 2018, pp.70-71).   

This Working Together to Safeguard Children policy only serves to guide elders on how 

they could make a referral to the police and does not legally oblige them to report a case 

of child abuse as a mandatory measure in England. Therefore, this tests my hypothesis as 

WatchTower can be seen to have adapted to the local legal pressures of English law by no 

longer requiring elders to place sexually abused children in the position of confronting their 

perpetrators.  Thus, one can also see that where there is no particular legal requirement for 

Jehovah’s Witness elders to report known child abusers as a mandatory reporting 

measure or to acquire DBS checks, one does not see local adaptations. 
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4. Authority - History of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ leadership and structure: 

I will begin by briefly contextualising the history of the WatchTower Bible and Tract 

Society’s leadership and structure to explore who is responsible for directing the local 

adaptations to child safeguarding laws in these three countries. Charles Taze Russell 

along with his fellow Bible students created the foundations of the WatchTower 

organisation in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania in 1872 by publishing a Bible-based journal known 

as Zion’s WatchTower and Herald of Christ’s presence. Following Russell’s death in 1916, 

Joseph Franklin Rutherford was appointed the president of the WatchTower organisation in 

1917, which accounted for substantial administrative and theocratic changes.                       

In the interest and focus of this dissertation, the 2017 Service Year Report of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, confirms that there are currently 8,457,107 Jehovah’s Witnesses’ worldwide,    

of which there are 1,232,293 congregates in the United States of America, 137,468 in 

England, and 67,748 in Australia (JW.org, Service Year Report, 2017).                                         

Carolyn Wah asserts that,‘Witnesses today have the responsibility to preach about this 

coming Kingdom, live a clean moral life, be good neighbours to all, show subjection to 

proper governmental authority, and worship regularly with fellow Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ (2001, p.164). Wah also mentions the controversies affiliated to the Witnesses, 

‘nevertheless, Jehovah’s Witnesses are probably better known for the things that they do 

not do, such as accept blood transfusions, participate in patriotic ceremonies, or serve in 

the armed forces’ (2001, p.164). Wah therefore argues that the Jehovah’s Witnesses 

condone criminal behaviour and that they attempt to abide by the secular laws of the lands 

for which they inhabit, as it is doctrinally central to their beliefs. It must not be understated 

that although the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ may uphold unique theocratic views which sets 

them apart from trinitarian Christian denominations  such as the Methodist Church, as an 4

organisation they claim and pride themselves on conforming to local and national laws.   

 See appendix 2B. 4
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Pauline Côté would agree with Wah as she argues that, ‘Jehovah’s Witnesses deemed 

political authorities necessary to the maintenance of order and stability’ (2007, p.12).  

The Jehovah’s Witnesses’ also refer to Romans 13:1,             

‘Let every person be in subjection to the superior authorities for there is no authority 

except by God the existing authorities stand placed in their relative positions by God’   

(Watch Tower, New World Translation of the Holy Scripture, 2013, p.1521).           

Therefore, Witnesses’ can be seen to proactively take measures to adapt to the secular 

legal expectations of the 240 lands of which they inhabit, to the best of their ability, so long 

as it does not conflict with their theocratic practices which are delegated by their  

governing body. Nonetheless, Simon Moules reminds us that, ‘children can be abused in 

any environment and that it would be naïve to assume that child abuse could not happen 

within our faith’ (2006, p.23). Thus, it is inevitable that child abusers can be in any religious 

group. This does not necessarily mean that the Jehovah’s Witness religion is flawed. Thus, 

this will be effective in testing my hypothesis, to determine whether WatchTower adjusts its 

doctrinal practices to local variations of child safeguarding due to local legal requirements. 

 Similarly to the Roman Catholic Church which appoints a supreme pontiff,             

the theocratic leaders of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ have been reaffirmed as of January 

2018. The spiritual directors of this organisation: Kenneth Cook, Samuel F. Herd, Geoffery 

W. Jackson, Stephen Lett, Gerrit Lösch, Anthony Morris III, Mark Sanderson and David 

Splane are collectively known as the governing body       

(JW.org, What Is the governing body of Jehovah’s Witnesses?).  

Andrew Holden argues that Jehovah’s Witnesses’ must obey the governing body: 

WatchTower theology is the Society’s most crucial resource, and devotees are 

expected to adhere to all doctrines established by the governing body.               

These doctrines pervade almost every conceivable sphere of life. The theology 
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plays an important part in uniting devotees into a close knit community and 

separating them symbolically from the outside world (Holden, 2012, p.22).  

This historical context of the leadership of this organisation is of importance, as the 

governing body directly dispense theocratic practices, such as their child safeguarding 

policy and doctrine on blood transfusions for medicinal use. Moreover, the circuit 

overseers are tasked with managing the regional congregations in each country 

(WatchTower, July 2013, p.26). They also ensure that the spiritual food is delegated to the 

elders who are the shepherds of each congregation (WatchTower, February 2017, p.24).  

Elders are usually accompanied by ministerial servants who assist in the theocratic 

practices of preparing their two weekly meetings, which are usually held on one weekday 

and every Sunday. The lowest among the ranks of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ are members 

within the great crowd, who are either baptised spiritual brothers or sisters. Congregates 

who are baptised are considered publishers, who are tasked with actively participating in 

the evangelical work of spreading WatchTower’s doctrine to the masses in their local 

geographic territories. Therefore, only the governing body can implement any modification 

to the existing child safeguarding policies and practices, if the local legislation requires it 

from this centralised organisation, unless it conflicts with their doctrinal beliefs. 

4.1. Internal theocratic reform of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ blood doctrine: 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses’ policies and practices have always been reformed for the 

benefit of its members and the organisation's development. I will briefly explore an 

example for when WatchTower had implemented doctrinal reform, internally without local 

legal pressure. Knox elaborates on Richardson’s comment of theological developments, 

as she argues that, ‘the changing position of the Society has life-and-death consequences 

for Jehovah’s Witnesses’ (2018, p.165). Evidence of WatchTower’s theocratic practice 

which has been internally reformed can be seen in their blood doctrine. The Jehovah’s 

Witnesses doctrine of abstaining from blood transfusions for medicinal use is considered 
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one of their most controversial practices since its introduction in 1945, under their 

president Nathan Homer Knorr. Richard Singelenberg would agree with Knox as he 

asserts that, ‘the doctrine unlocked considerable upheaval within as well outside the 

Witnesses’ community. Particularly in the case of minors whose parents refused to consent 

to the administering of possibly life-saving blood’ (Singelenberg,1990, p.521).                     

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ are instructed by the governing body that by accepting a blood 

transfusion for mortal survival, it would be a direct equivalent to the sinful act of 

cannibalism. This is because they view blood transfusions equally to that of consuming 

someone’s blood. The governing body refer to Leviticus 19:26 to justify their doctrinal 

position on the medicinal use of blood, ‘You must eat nothing containing blood’    

(WatchTower, New World Translation of the Holy Scripture, 2013, p.198). 

 The Jehovah’s Witnesses’ reformed this theocratic practice of abstaining from blood 

in June 2000, into one which is no longer a theocratic violation which was met with the 

punishment of being disfellowshipped. The issue on blood is now considered a conscious 

decision, for children who may require a medical procedure with the need for minor blood 

fragments. Modern medicine can now allow for one's own blood particles to be recycled. 

Knox argues that, ‘products such as Hemopure, also called HBOC-201, which is an 

oxygen carrier derived from bovine hemoglobin, can now be accepted by Witnesses’ as 

the process partitions blood particles (2018, p.165). Therefore, according to their 

magazine, Jehovah’s Witness children can now decide to undertake lifesaving surgery if 

their conscience is in line with the governing body’s updated theocratic teaching, ‘when it 

comes to fractions of any of the primary components, each Christian, after careful and 

prayerful meditation, must conscientiously decide for himself’ (WatchTower, 2000, p.31).  

Therefore, this tests my hypothesis as Singelenberg’s argument establishes that 

WatchTower does not adjust its doctrinal Bible-based principles to local circumstances and 

pressures from critics and scholars on the outside of the organisation.    
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This is because the law of the land does not require them to adjust their doctrinal position 

on blood, with any direct correlation to more effective child protection.     

Thus, this theological development can be seen to have been internally motivated which 

came about without any local legal pressure. 

5. USA elder files, changes in policy, guidance and practices: 

In this section, I will investigate the elder’s correspondence documents which span from 

1999 to 2006 to explore the allegations of abuse made against a male member of the 

Jehovah's Witness Palmer congregation in Brimfield, Massachusetts. These documents 

are useful for testing my hypothesise as they offer an insight into the guidance and 

practices the elders conduct in cases of child sexual abuse. These elders correspondence 

letters illuminate whether there are any changes which emerge in the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ policy and practices due to local legal pressures in America.    

These documents offer an insight into the detailed accounts of the accuser, both daughters 

of the perpetrator and another female who is not biologically related to the accused, who 

was also sexually assaulted and later testified. These investigating elders deemed these 

accounts of abuse as credible and reliable, ‘clearly, these issues need to be looked at 

seriously. It is our opinion that these allegations have substance’    

(Faithleaks, 14 November, 1999).  These letters also illuminate that the elders were aware 5

of this child abuser’s previous history of violent behaviour,  

as we noted in our letter of December 23, 1999, he has established a long history 

of violence. Therefore, his being deleted as a ministerial servant now is not 

exclusively for the reason of his using “excessive force” during the time of his 

recent employment (Faithleaks, 20 January, 2000).   6

 See appendix, 4A.5

 See appendix, 4B.6
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 As mentioned in the legal framework section 3.2, it is a mandatory legal requirement for           

Jehovah’s Witness elders to report known cases of child abuse to the secular legal 

authorities. Despite the elders acknowledging the severity of this case of child sexual 

abuse, these letters remain silent on whether the secular law enforcement was informed of 

these cases, this is because reporting can also be completed anonymously. Therefore, it is 

difficult to determine whether this measure was conducted anonymously or not.  

 Moreover, Changes in practices due to local legal pressures in Massachusetts can 

be seen in the theocratic requirements of the circuit overseer, who similarly in the civil 

court case of Karen Morgan, required both victims of child sexual abuse who are 

mentioned in these letters to confront their perpetrator of their abuse. This process was to 

be completed either in person or via telephone. Otherwise, these victims of abuse were 

not permitted to pursue the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ ecclesiastical judicial process: 

Before you proceed judicially it would be important for you to ascertain that both 

are willing to either meet with their father face to face or talk to him over the 

telephone about their accusations against him. A judicial committee cannot be 

formed based on what they have told the elders. Until this takes place it would not 

be appropriate to form a judicial committee (FaithLeaks, 27 March, 2000).   7

This practice has been adapted to the local legal pressures of this state and is no longer 

required from Jehovah’s Witness elders. This is explicitly clarified in point 9 of their child 

safeguarding policy document which allows victims of abuse to complete other suitable 

methods to place an allegation against an alleged abuser of child sexual abuse,    

‘If a victim prefers, the accusation can be submitted in the form of a written statement’.   8

Other practices can be seen in the circuit overseer and elder’s attempts of probing the 

legitimacy of child sexual abuse allegations through questioning repressed memories:  

 See appendix 4C.7

 See appendix 3, p.2.8
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In addition, a matter of importance, is her testimony based on actual memory or on 

“repressed memory?” If her testimony is not based on repressed memories and 

she is willing to face her father or talk to him on the telephone with elders present 

to hear the interchange and if she is also willing to face her father about the 

accusations she has against him, then you may find it is appropriate to proceed. 

(FaithLeaks, 27 March, 2000). 

Further correspondence throughout the years for the other victim who is not biologically 

related to the two abused sisters, clarifies that the elders also attempted to determine the 

legitimacy of her allegation by probing psychological traumas of her sexual abuse, 

Does she have a clear memory of what took place and is she sure that it was 

actually in the same congregation at the same time so that she would know him 

well? Has she met with the elders regarding these charges, and if so, what was his 

response? Do you view her testimony against him as credible?  

(Faithleaks, 27 March, 2000). 

Furthermore, both daughters of this case were interviewed concerning the issue of child 

abuse with the intention of determining whether their accounts of molestation and abuse 

were legitimate repressed memories. One daughter confirmed that she was repetitively 

physically abused for countless years and sexually abused since the age of five.            

This document also explores the confession of her father inappropriately examining her 

genitals to ensure that she had not been sexually touching herself at this young age, and 

had resorted to physically restraining her to the bed by tying her up  (Faithleaks, 13 

December, 2004).  The other daughter expressed similar abuse which she endured at the 9

age of three and she articulated that she was regularly raped. The elders practices of 

determining psychological trauma have also been adapted to local legal circumstances of 

Massachusetts mental health law in Chapter 166 of the Acts of 1997 and Chapter 476 of 

 Appendix 4D.9
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the Acts of 2014. Evidence of this can be seen in point 8 of WatchTower’s child 

safeguarding policy document which reminds ‘victims and their families may decide to 

consult a mental-health professional. This is a personal decision’.     10

Therefore, this fulfils the test of my hypothesis, as WatchTower can be seen to have 

adapted their practices adequately with the local legislative requirements over the years, 

which as a result, has accounted for the elder’s theocratic practices to have been adapted 

accordingly. Evidence of this can be seen in their policy document which explicitly guides 

elders to no longer require a victim of abuse to confront their abuser to make a valid 

allegation, which then would qualify for a judiciary hearing to be conducted against the 

abuser. However, other theocratic practices have not been modified, such as the 

application of the two-witness rule to cases of child sexual abuse, as both sisters were 

required to make a joint allegation against their sexually abusive father.    

Thus, as there is no particular legal requirement for the application of the two witness rule 

to be modified, one, therefore, does not see local adaptations. 

5.1 Civil court cases of Jose Lopez, Osbaldo Padron and Candice Conti: 

Although Jehovah’s Witnesses’ adhere to child safeguarding laws which are set out in the 

form of their child safeguarding policy, the elder's compliance to the secular laws may not 

necessarily always correlate with their actual practices. James Penton argues that,         

‘during the twentieth century no single religious group has suffered persecution with such 

frequency and severity on such a widespread scale as have the people known as 

Jehovah's Witnesses’ (1979, p.55). I argue that this religious organisation’s persecution 

transcends into the twenty-first century, as there are many reasons why this group 

continues to be criticised by the secular courts and the mass media. This is due to some of 

their doctrinal beliefs, such as WatchTower’s practice of applying the two-witness rule to 

cases of child sexual abuse. Côté and Richardson elaborate on Penton’s argument,          

 See appendix 3.10
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of this group’s persecution as they assert, ‘Judges, and child welfare agencies argued 

from superior interests of the Welfare State, best interest of a child, or community interest 

to justify, in some cases, police pursuits and arrests of families involved’ concerning some 

of the Witnesses child safeguarding practice (2001, p.17). Therefore, I will explore the civil 

court cases of Jose Lopez, Candice Conti and Osbaldo Padron. This will contribute 

towards identifying where WatchTower is vulnerable to fall short of the law, which will test 

my hypothesis of whether local legislative pressures results in theocratic adaptations. 

 Although one could argue that child sexual abuse is unlikely to occur in a    

Kingdom Hall as children are under the supervision of parents, it still remains a possibility. 

Moreover, elders are tasked with arranging door to door evangelical ministerial work, in 

which they attempt to gain regular access into the public’s homes to conduct Bible studies 

(Ankerberg and Weldon, 2003, p.26). This could allow for abuse to occur by an elder in the 

homes of families with children, where trust can be built and circumstances where children 

could be left untended to. Evidence of this plausible scenario can be seen in 2014, when a 

San Diego judge ordered WatchTower to award $13,500,000 to George Lopez for the child 

sexual abuse that he endured by elder Gonzalo Campos in 1986 for when Lopez was 

aged 7 (Lopez v. WatchTower Bible and Tract Society of New York, 14 April, 2016). 

Campos abused Lopez when he visited his family’s home to conduct WatchTower Bible 

studies. The evidence of this civil court case illuminates that the other elders of Lopez’ 

congregation knew that Campos was a child sexual abuser. As a result of Campos’ 

reinstatement as an elder, he sexually abused a further six children, including Osbaldo 

Padron. These complainants of abuse all sued WatchTower for their negligence, by 

allowing Campos to be reinstated into a position of trust and authority.    

Therefore, as a result of the elder’s failure to report Campos to the police culminated in 

WatchTower to fall short of the Federal Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 

1994. This case of child abuse was not communicated to secular legal authorities to place 

�26



1840775
Lopez on the register as a violent sexual offender. Thus, the elders did not meet the 

mandatory reporting law in this State. This civil court case also illuminates that Lopez’s 

mother reported the sexual abuse to the elders, and was told not to inform secular law 

enforcement. Jose Lopez civil court case fulfils the test of my hypothesis as the elders 

guidance of dissuading Lopez’ mother to report this case of abuse to the secular legal 

authorities can be seen to have been adapted in their child safeguarding policy    

as point 4 clarifies that,  

In all cases, victims and their parents have the right to report an accusation of child 

abuse to the authorities. Therefore, victims, their parents, or anyone else who 

reports such an accusation to the elders are clearly informed by the elders that 

they have the right to report the matter to the authorities.  11

Further adaptations can be seen in WatchTower’s child safeguarding policy which states in 

point 12 that, ‘a person who has engaged in child sexual abuse does not qualify to receive 

any congregation privileges or to serve in a position of responsibility in the congregation 

for decades, if ever’.  Barbara Anderson elaborates on WatchTower’s previous theocratic 12

practice of forgiving abusers into positions of trust and authority which allowed for              

civil court cases such as Jose Lopez’ to emerge,  

although Watchtower did not admit liability in these lawsuits, they accepted 

responsibility for the role they played in allowing molesters to remain in supervisory 

positions, or reappoint these men to positions of authority within the congregations 

of Jehovah’s Witnesses, which absolutely led to many more children of      

Jehovah’s Witnesses being molested (2007, p.36).  

Therefore, WatchTower can be seen to have adapted their theocratic risk management 

practices in accordance with local legal pressures in the form of the organisation's child 

 See appendix 3.11

 See appendix 3. 12
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safeguarding policy. Watchtower can be seen to no longer extend forgiveness to 

perpetrators of child sexual abuse into positions of trust and authority too soon, if at all.   

 Similarly, in Conti v. WatchTower Bible and Tract Society, The Alameda County 

Superior Court Judge on 14 June 2012 awarded $21,000,000 in punitive damages to the     

26 years old plaintiff Candace Conti who was a victim of child sexual abuse while growing 

up as a Jehovah’s Witness. WatchTower was deemed responsible for the entire punitive 

damages amount and 40 per cent of the compensatory damages due to the elder’s failure 

to report. 60 per cent of the compensatory damages was assessed against Jonathan 

David Kendrick, the man who abused Candace Conti. Thus, WatchTower’s compliance 

towards child safeguarding laws in local circumstances are in the form of policy and not 

necessarily are met consistently in practice. Consequently, this can allow for this 

organisation to fall short of the law in instances of mandatory reporting. Thus, as the state 

for which Campos was reinstated did not require background checks as a mandatory 

measure, one does not see its elders meeting this requirement.  

 Moreover, during the trial of Jose Lopez, the Jehovah’s Witness official   

Richard Ashe who was once a district overseer revealed to Lopez’s attorney, Irwin Zalkin, 

that this organisation makes use of a database spanning decades of abuse and internal 

ecclesiastical judicial investigations. The judge ordered WatchTower to present these 

documents, in which it refused to comply as there was no special legislative requirement.   

The case was escalated to the California Supreme Court, which also held that it must 

produce these documents. WatchTower failed to meet this request and Campos won the 

case by default. The San Diego Superior Court Judge Richard Strauss imposed a $4000 

per day penalty against WatchTower for failing to present these documents            

(Osbaldo padron v.WatchTower Bible and Tract Society of New York inc., 9 November, 

2017). One could argue that by providing access to their internal database could have 

posed a detrimental blow both financially but also to the organisation’s reputation in the 
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mass media, for WatchTower’s theocratic risk management practices of child protection.  

One could argue that WatchTower’s refusal of not offering access to their database to the 

secular courts, does not place them falling short of the law, as they are meeting the court’s 

legal requirement of paying $4,000 daily. As there is no special legal provision which could 

sanction this organisation more severely to provide access to their database, WatchTower 

is meeting their legal obligation by paying the financial penalty instead. This tests my 

hypothesis, as there is no special legal requirement, one does not see local adaptation. 

 Therefore, cases such as Lopez, Padron and Conti had come to court due to 

America passing a law in Congress in 1986 which gave victims of child sexual abuse the 

legal right to make a civil claim against organisations for their accountability for abuse 

which was perpetrated by congregation members. Also in 1996, Megan’s Law was 

enacted, which gave the American citizens the right to know the details of child sex 

offenders across the entire country. The legal standards require elders in 16 states in 

America to report suspected abuse or neglect, regardless of one's profession as a 

mandatory requirement. This is legally obligatory for when an individual has reasonable 

cause to believe that a child has been subjected to abuse and neglect. Thus, WatchTower 

can be seen to adapt to local legal pressures by complying to mandatory reporting in the 

form of policy, however they remain vulnerable to falling short of these laws in practice. 

6. Australian Royal Commission criticisms and WatchTower’s response: 

In this section, I will test my hypothesis by investigating the correlation between                       

The Australian Royal Commission’s criticism of the WatchTower organisation’s               

child safeguarding practices, with pertinence to WatchTower’s response submission to the 

Commission. This will establish whether any local legislative requirements in Australian 

provinces expect this religious organisation to make modifications in its doctrinal practices. 

This will also test the negative correlation, that where there are no legal compulsions, 

there are no local adaptations to their child safeguarding practices. 
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Justice Peter McClellan’s criticism of WatchTower’s child safeguarding policy and practices 

sheds light on the Commission perspective of areas of inefficiency,  

The organisation does not have a practice of reporting child sexual abuse to police 

or any other authority. If the accused does not confess, there is an inflexible 

requirement that there be two eyewitnesses to an incident of child sexual abuse. 

Women are absent from the decision-making processes of the internal disciplinary 

system. There is no clear provision for a survivor to be accompanied by a support 

person during the internal disciplinary process. The organisation has limited and 

ineffective risk management practices. The organisation has a policy and practice 

of shunning those who wish to leave the organisation (Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p.12). 

I will, therefore, test my double hypothesis by investigating whether any of these criticisms 

and guidance are met with theological adaptations, to the local legal pressure of the 

Australian Royal Commission in Australian provinces.  

6.1. WatchTower’s relationship with the secular law: 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses’ pride themselves as litigious people, evidence of this can be 

seen in their history of taking cases as far as the supreme court, ‘they prompted courts at 

all levels, including the U.S. Supreme Court, to fortify safeguards for this country’s most 

basic democratic liberties, including freedom of religion and freedom of speech’  

(Shawn Francis Peters, 2000, p.126). Knox would agree with Peters as she makes 

reference to their persistent legal battles including the, ‘nineteen Supreme Court cases 

centering on free speech, press, assembly and exercise of religion from 1938 to 1953, and 

the society securing victories in fourteen of them’ (2017, p.254). Further contemporary 

evidence of their litigious tenacity can be seen in their case brought to the European Court 

of Human Rights, for the repeal of the ban to practice their faith in Russia (JW.org, 31 May 

2018, Another One of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ on Trial in Russia on Charges of Extremist 
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Activity). Evidently, there are not merely a few cases for when WatchTower has challenged 

large-scale legal cases against their doctrinal beliefs. Jehovah’s Witnesses’ takes great 

pride in their ‘noteworthy high court victories that advanced kingdom preaching’ in God’s 

Kingdom Rules!, which celebrates their legal victories in Switzerland, Netherlands and 

Greece which all triumphed cases against their freedom to belief (WatchTower, 2014, pp.

146-47). However, the guidance and criticism they receive from the secular courts like that 

of Justice Peter McClellan is not always met with theological adaptations in their child 

safeguarding practices, if no particular legislation requires it. 

6.2 Jehovah’s Witness scripturally based position on child protection policy: 

Preventing child abuse should be a high priority for any religious organisation if it is to be 

considered a safe institution for children. The Jehovah’s Witness scripturally based 

position on child protection policy  is a globally applicable document for all congregates 13

worldwide. This policy document is available to access from WatchTower’s official website, 

both to the Jehovah’s Witness community and the general public. This document serves 

the purpose of clarifying this organisation’s policy, practices and protocols for handling 

cases of child abuse. The legal language of this document suggests that it serves a legal 

purpose and function. It can be inferred that this document exists to reduce legal risk to the 

organisation with pertinence to cases concerning child abuse. This policy clarifies that, 

‘parents have the primary responsibility for the protection, safety and instruction of their 

children’. Therefore, the WatchTower organisation’s official position on child safeguarding 

is for elders to be solely responsible for only offering spiritual truth and guidance on the 

matter of child abuse to the parents of Jehovah’s Witness children, ‘Jehovah’s Witnesses 

publish an abundance of Bible-based information to assist parents to fulfil their 

responsibility to protect and instruct their children’ (Jehovah's Witnesses' Scripturally 

Based Position on Child Protection, 2018, pp.1-3). Thus, the local legal requirements of 

 See appendix 3.13
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Australian provinces and specific American states enable elders to adapt to the local legal 

landscapes and to deliver on additional responsibilities if the law requires it.   

Notably, this document is absent of any ethical discourse as it does not attempt to rebuttal, 

challenge or defend the WatchTower organisation’s practices. This includes their doctrinal 

application of the two-witness rule to cases of child sexual abuse. Therefore, if one was to 

see a plain language version of WatchTower’s child safeguarding policy document, it 

would be because the law requires it. Thus, as there is no local legal requirement for this 

organisation to produce a plain language version of this child safeguarding policy, one is 

not in existence for children to easily comprehend. 

6.3 Working with Children Checks and reporting practices:  

The Australian Royal Commission has criticised the WatchTower organisation for failing to 

adhere to the local legal requirements of conducting working with children checks in 

specific Australian states which require it. The Commission determined this as 

WatchTower has failed to meet mandatory reporting laws in various Australian provinces, 

Before it announces the appointment of an elder, the Jehovah’s Witness 

organisation requires that the candidate obtain a Working with Children Check in 

Australian states and territories where it is required. The utility of obtaining these 

checks is doubtful when the Jehovah’s Witness organisation has a general practice 

of not reporting child sexual abuse to the authorities.      

(2016, Case no. 29 Australian Royal Commission, p.29). 

The submission on behalf of WatchTower Bible and Tract Society of Australia responds to 

the Commission’s criticism of failing to meet mandatory reporting laws by affirming that, 

If ministers of religion are covered by a mandatory reporting regime,            

Jehovah’s Witnesses comply with the legislation. As was stated at the              

Royal Commission on several occasions, where reporting is mandated 

congregation elders report even in those cases where there is insufficient  
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Scriptural evidence to take congregation judicial action (2015, Submissions on 

behalf of Watchtower Bible and Tract Society of Australia, p.22).  

Therefore, this confirms my hypothesis as WatchTower has affirmed that they adapt to 

local legal requirements of mandatory reporting legislation, despite it conflicting against 

their primary role of solely providing spiritual guidance on the matter of child protection. 

Despite this, the Australian Royal Commission found that WatchTower has fallen short of 

consistently adhering to mandatory reporting laws in specific Australian provinces,  

At the time of the public hearing, the Jehovah’s Witness organisation in Australia 

had recorded allegations, reports or complaints of child sexual abuse made against 

1,006 members of the organisation. There is no evidence before the                      

Royal Commission that the organisation reported any of those allegations to police 

or any other secular authority (2016, p.11) 

Craig Harper highlights the communication challenges religious groups may experience 

with their relationship with secular bodies, which subsequently could be a contributing 

factor to why reporting practices in the WatchTower organisation may be inconsistent, 

By gaining a deeper understanding of the psychology underlying reporting 

practices, it may be possible to communicate more effectively about child sexual 

abuse within religious institutions, and therefore encourage more widespread 

reporting of allegations before more children are harmed (2018, p.31). 

Point 5 of WatchTower’s policy document demonstrates Harper’s dilemma of this 

organisation’s reporting practices and protocols,  

When elders learn of an accusation of child abuse, they immediately consult with 

the branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ to ensure compliance with child abuse 

reporting laws. Even if the elders have no legal duty to report an accusation to the 

authorities, the branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses will instruct the elders to 
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report the matter if a minor is still in danger of abuse or there is some other valid 

reason.   14

Therefore, this evidence confirms that WatchTower adheres and modifies its doctrinal child 

safeguarding practices in the form of its policy and practices, as it claims that the branch 

office will instruct congregation leaders to report matters if a minor is still in danger. 

However, it remains difficult to ascertain whether these reporting measures are 

consistently adhered to and practised, this would be true of any organisation,   

this is because reporting can also be completed anonymously. Thus, this tests my 

hypothesis, as WatchTower confirms in its response to the Commission that it adapts its 

child safeguarding practices in the form of its policy and procedures, in jurisdictions which 

require it.   

6.4 The two witness rule and its application to cases of child sexual abuse 

Furthermore, the Australian Royal Commission has criticised WatchTower’s theocratic 

practice of applying the two witness rule to cases of child sexual abuse,  

Regardless of the biblical origins of the two-witness rule, the Jehovah’s Witness 

organisation’s retention of and continued application of the rule to a complaint of 

child sexual abuse is wrong. It shows a failure by the organisation to recognise that 

the rule will more often than not operate in favour of a perpetrator of child sexual 

abuse, who will not only avoid sanction but will also remain in the congregation and 

the community with their rights intact and with the capacity to interact with their 

victim. The Jehovah’s Witness organisation should revise and modify its application 

of the two-witness rule, at least in cases involving complaints of child sexual abuse 

(2016, pp.65-66).  

James Penton would agree with the criticism of the Australian Royal Commission as he 

argues that, ‘the Watchtower Society has not dealt with reasonable criticisms of its policy 

 See appendix 3. 14
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of demanding two eyewitnesses in order to prove every case of alleged child molestation, 

something which is virtually impossible’ (2015, p.194). George Chryssides elaborates on 

Penton's point as he mentions that, ‘a congregational judicial committee had to have 

evidence from two or three witnesses, an explicit confession on the offender’s part’    

(2016, p.264). Therefore, this inflexible doctrinal practice of applying the two-witness rule 

to cases of child sexual abuse can be seen to have been criticised by scholars and the 

Royal Commission. This is because the application of this doctrine is deemed problematic, 

as the nature of child molestation is conducted in private, consisting of no less than two 

people, in the absence of any eyewitnesses to the crime. Interestingly, every Jehovah’s 

Witness elder is equipped with the Shepherding the Flock of God handbook, which is only 

accessible to elders and no lower level congregate, including women. It has recently 

become accessible on the Australian Royal Commission website as an electronic copy, 

If the accused denies the accusation, the investigating elders should try to arrange 

a meeting with him and the accuser together. If the accuser or the accused is 

unwilling to meet with the elders or if the accused continues to deny the accusation 

of a single witness and the wrongdoing is not established,     

the elders will leave matters in Jehovah's hands (WatchTower, 2012, p.72).  

Therefore, elders will typically only conduct a judiciary hearing if the perpetrator of child 

sexual abuse admits to his or her sinful act, or if someone other than the victim had seen 

the crime. If this doctrinal requirement cannot be met, the investigating elder's leaves the 

matter in their God, Jehovah’s hands. It is important to note that not all paedophiles are 

eager to admit their crimes and it is unlikely that they will prey on children in front of 

spectators who could later act as eyewitnesses. Nonetheless, this biblical two-witness rule 

is raison d’etre and thus, intended to guard against false accusations, which is of high 

spiritual importance to Jehovah’s Witnesses’. As a result, WatchTower can be seen to not 

modify its biblical practice to the local legal pressure of the Australian Royal Commission.  
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This is because its theological application of the two-witness rule to cases of child sexual 

abuse is protected by section 116 of the Australian constitution, which protects Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ freedom to exercise their religion.  

This is evidenced in WatchTower’s response to this criticism, 

Whether the Scriptural requirement that there be a confession or two witnesses to 

establish sin should be altered is beyond the Terms of Reference of the 

Commission and contrary to the fundamental right of freedom of religion enshrined 

in the Constitution. (2015, p.67) 

This tests my hypothesis as there is no adaptation to the local legal pressures of the 

Australian Royal Commission, this is a result of there being no particular legislative 

obligation that requires the two-witness rule's application to child sexual abuse cases to be 

modified. Nonetheless, even if legislation was to be implemented to require this change in 

this doctrinal application, it could be met with contention as it would conflict against 

WatchTower’s freedom to exercise its religion. Moreover, the circuit overseers have 

demonstrated an awareness that their practices are being scrutinised by the media in the 

24th of May 2002 letter to all elders, ‘in recent weeks, the press in this country has focused 

attention on the way accusations of child abuse are handled’ however there was no 

mention of implementing reform (FaithLeaks, May 24, 2002).      15

Therefore, this tests my hypothesis as WatchTower does not modify its theocratic practices 

of child safeguarding to local legal circumstances, as the criticism and guidance of the 

Australian Royal Commission does not legislatively require for this practice to be adjusted. 

It also tests my hypothesis as the evidence of my textual analysis confirms that this 

organisation does not make adjustments in its theocratic practices in the face of criticisms 

made by scholars such as Penton and the mass media. 

 Appendix 5A.15
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6.5 Gender, the role of women for cases of CSA in a judicial hearing: 

Further to my analysis of whether theocratic adaptions emerge due to the    

Australian Royal Commission’s criticism of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ application of the        

two-witness rule to cases of child sexual abuse. The Commission has also criticised the 

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ practice of refusing women any role in their judiciary processes, 

In our opinion, the requirement that only elders (that is, men) can participate in 

making decisions in the investigation process on whether or not someone has 

committed child sexual abuse is a fundamental flaw in that process. It increases 

the potential for further traumatisation of a survivor by excluding women from the 

making of that decision. The Jehovah’s Witness organisation should explore ways 

in which women can be involved in the investigation and assessment of the 

credibility of allegations of child sexual abuse. This will offer survivors a choice 

about who they divulge the detail of their abuse to (2016, p.67).  

Emma Davies would agree with the Commission’s criticism, as she argues that the limited 

access to divulge traumatic details to a male elder could allow for abuse to go unreported: 

Child abuse and neglect occurs in situations of power imbalance characterised by 

physical, psychological, emotional, cognitive, social and/or economic inequality and 

dependency. It is unsurprising then that children rarely disclose their own suffering, 

and, in severe cases, those who inflict the abuse or neglect are unlikely to          

(2014, p.10). 

Davies clarifies that this imbalance of power and authority may implicate how child 

safeguarding is interpreted for women and young girls in this organisation.                        

This is because female victims may feel uncomfortable to report their abuse to a male 

elder, particularly if the perpetrator of the child sexual abuse was one of the elders of the 

congregation. 
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Holden would agree with Davies argument of power imbalance as he asserts that,             

‘the governing body’s moral condemnation of equality within marriage means that 

Witnesses deny themselves a whole series of rights which aim to liberate individuals and 

protect them from social injustice’ (2012, p.173). Further to Holden's statement,               

Bette Bottoms et al. elaborates on Davies argument by asserting that, ‘abuse by persons 

with religious authority is unlikely to be disclosed by victims or discovered by the legal or 

social services systems, because of its secretive nature’ (2015, p.563).    

This tests my hypothesis as WatchTower responds to this criticism and has modified its 

policy and practices by allowing victims to be assisted by a person of either gender to 

make an allegation. This adaptation can be seen in the form of WatchTower’s child 

safeguarding policy, which allows, ‘victims can be accompanied by a confidant of either 

gender for moral support when presenting their accusation to the elders’.   16

However, WatchTower’s response to the recommendation of the Australian Royal 

Commission to include women in their judiciary hearings was met with rejection,  

It is beyond the scope of the Commission’s Terms of Reference to make findings 

on what is or is not a “meaningful role” for women within the belief system of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ (2015, p.73).  

Therefore, this tests my hypothesis as one does not see any particular legislative 

requirement for WatchTower to make adjustments to their child safeguarding practices by 

involving women in their ecclesiastical judiciary process. Thus, one does not see local 

adaptations to this recommendation. Similarly to the Royal Commission’s criticism of the 

theocratic application of the two-witness rule to cases of child sexual abuse, WatchTower’s 

defence of their first century biblical principle of male authority in congregations is also 

protected by section 116 of the Constitution of Australia, which protects Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ freedom to exercise their faith. The governing body of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ 

 See appendix 3.16
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uphold their theocratic belief in male elders authority in cases of child sexual abuse with 

pertinence to their scriptural interpretation of Ephesians 5:1-33, ‘Let wives be in subjection 

to their husbands as to the Lord, because a husband is head of his wife just as the Christ 

is head of the congregation, he being a saviour of this body’ (2013, p.1568).    

It must be clarified that it is not unusual for religious organisations such as            

Jehovah’s Witnesses to only enable men into positions of ecclesiastical authority.   

Thus, Chryssides can be seen to disagree with Holden as he argues that it is relatively 

common for men to largely govern churches across various denominations,   

‘although Christian feminists may see signs of progress with the development of feminist 

theology, and the increasing involvement of women in the running of congregations and in 

the liturgy, Christianity remains patriarchal and male-led’ (2010, p.120) Thus, one must 

clarify that this issue is not necessarily unique to Jehovah’s Witnesses’.   

Therefore, this tests my hypothesis as WatchTower can be seen to have adapted its 

practices by allowing victims of abuse to be accompanied by a support person of any 

gender to make an allegation to an elder. This also tests my hypothesis as WatchTower 

does not adjust to the local recommendations and guidance of child safeguarding 

practices from the Australian Royal Commission and scholars such as Holden, as no 

particular legislation requires them to make changes towards women’s involvement.  

6.6 Shunning victims of abuse: 

Furthermore, under ‘problematic policies, practices and procedures’ of the            

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ by the Australian Royal Commission, it also criticises that,                  

‘the organisation has a policy and practice of shunning those who wish to leave the 

organisation’ (2016, p.12). One would presume that it is very reasonable and 

understandable for a survivor of child sexual abuse to no longer wish to be part of or be 

subject to the rules and discipline of the WatchTower organisation. Ketan Tailor et al.   

would agree as he asserts that, 'adult survivors have been noted to change their religious 
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affiliation or abandon formal religion altogether’ (2014, p.868).     

The Commission had found that, ‘there is evidence before the Royal Commission of the 

difficulty that people experience in deciding to leave the Jehovah’s Witness organisation 

because of the fear of being shunned by friends and loved ones’ (2016, p.70).   

The prospect of a victim who may decide to leave this religious organisation could be due 

to various reasons, ranging from feeling that their case was not dealt with adequately, or 

that their abuser remained unsanctioned in their congregation due to the theocratic 

application of the two-witness rule. The Commission criticised WatchTower’s practice of 

shunning victims of child sexual abuse, by asserting the potential ramifications for victims 

to remain in the congregation,  

The Jehovah’s Witness organisation’s practice of shunning members who 

disassociate from the organisation has the very real potential of putting a survivor 

in the untenable position of having to choose between constant re-traumatisation    

at having to share a community with their abuser and losing that entire community 

altogether (2016, p.71). 

Julie Christian et al. would agree with the Commission’s criticism as she addresses the 

psychological ramifications which can be caused by social exclusion to both the victim who 

disassociates and their family, ‘the evidence suggests that the effects of social exclusion 

on the health and well-being of individuals and groups are uniformly negative’ (2008, p.33).  

Therefore, the prospect of wanting to disassociate and retain communication with loved 

ones is very reasonable for a victim of child abuse as the perpetrator could have caused 

detrimental psychological, emotional and physical harm as Julie Christian argues.            

 Jehovah’s Witnesses’ understanding of shunning is that the individual who has left 

the organisation is shunning their congregation, although this is not necessarily the case. 

Ex-members of the Jehovah’s Witness community, claim to be threatened with being 

shunned as a direct consequence for dissociation from this organisation.     
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 James Penton would agree with the Commission’s criticism of a victim potentially 

losing their entire social network or having to choose to share a community with their 

perpetrator by illuminating the extent for which shunning applies to those who leave this 

organisation,  

From the 1950s through 1974, Witnesses were not even to say, “Hello” to anyone 

who had been officially cast out of their community. In the issue of 15 September 

1981, The WatchTower stressed a harder line than it had even before 1974.           

In that issue, it came to demand that Witnesses in good standing sever     

practically all ties with family members, even ignoring parents and adult children              

(2015, p.161). 

 It must be clarified that a Jehovah’s Witness victim of child sexual abuse could be 

disfellowshipped for questioning the authority of the elders and the governing body.  

This scenario is plausible and could occur in the case for victims of abuse such as      

Karen Morgan who may reject practices such as the two witness rule, therefore denying 

the legitimacy of the spiritual teachings of the higher leadership of this religious 

organisation. Therefore, Jehovah’s Witness victims of child abuse who oppose and reject 

the teachings of this organisation could be subject to being disfellowshipped for apostasy, 

particularly if they share their opposition to this religious organisation’s practices and 

beliefs to other members of the congregation and or secular audiences. Thus, Holden 

would agree with Penton and the Commission’s criticism as he asserts that, 

‘disfellowshipped individuals must be shunned by the other members of the congregations, 

even if these members are close relatives. Witnesses’ maintaining any contact with 

disfellowshipped individuals also risk disfellowshipping’ (Holden, 2012, p.155).   

Holden clarifies the severity and consequences of not conforming to WatchTower’s 

practice of shunning a spiritually weak victim of child abuse who may be critical of the 
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organisation’s child safeguarding practices with relevance to their allegation of abuse,  

who may wish to leave.  

 However, contrary to these criticisms, WatchTower responds to the scholars and the 

Royal Commission for its doctrinal practice of shunning by clarifying this misconception, by 

stating that it does not shun those who formally disassociate themselves from the faith, 

The policies and practices of Jehovah’s Witnesses do not require any individual 

who no longer wants to be subject to their “rules and discipline” to formally 

disassociate themselves. They can simply stop associating with the congregation. 

Such individuals are not shunned (2016, p.102) 

WatchTower’s theological position on shunning is, ‘if a baptised Witness makes a practice 

of breaking the Bible’s moral code and does not repent, he or she will be shunned or 

disfellowshipped’ (JW.org, Do Jehovah’s Witnesses Shun Former Members of Their 

Religion?). This doctrine is interpreted from 1 Corinthians 5:13 by the governing body,   

‘remove the wicked man from among yourselves’ (2013, p.1530).  

WatchTower rejects any reform to their practice of shunning in their response submission, 

As a matter of freedom of belief, any person in the secular arena would be entitled 

to “avoid” or “shun” a (self-asserted) “Christian” member of, for instance, a 

motorcycle gang who advocated and engaged in activities inconsistent with a 

Christian way of life. It is still possible for that person to support freedom of 

religious choice and to also recognise that even a biker can choose a different form 

of life and may have different religious beliefs.  Accordingly, this suggested finding 

should be disregarded (2015, pp.105-106). 

Therefore, this tests my hypothesis as WatchTower can be seen to reject the criticism that 

they shun victims of child sexual abuse. This is a result of there being no legislative 

requirement for this organisation to modify their spiritual practice of shunning apostate    
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ex-members who no longer acknowledge the governing body’s spiritual theocratic 

legitimacy. Thus, one does not see local adaptations to this criticism. 

6.7 Forgiveness of Sin, for child sex offenders within congregations: 

Furthermore, the Australian Royal Commission has criticised Jehovah’s Witnesses’         

risk management precautions for protecting children from known sexual perpetrators.        

The Royal Commission’s criticised WatchTower’s practice of forgiving the sin of child 

sexual abuse, to the extent of reappointing a perpetrator of child sexual abuse into a 

position of trust and ecclesiastical authority within a congregation,  

Reproval and disfellowshipping are not effective mechanisms for protecting 

children in the congregation and in the broader community. This suggests a serious 

lack of understanding on the part of the Jehovah’s Witness organisation about the 

nature of child sexual abuse and the risk of reoffending, and it places children 

within the organisation at significant risk of sexual abuse (2016, p.69). 

Point 10 of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ child safeguarding policy explicitly states that this 

religious organisation views child abuse as both an abhorrent sin and a crime,                      

‘Jehovah’s Witnesses abhor child abuse and view it as a crime. We recognize that the 

authorities are responsible for addressing such crimes. The elders do not shield any 

perpetrator of child abuse from the authorities’ (2018, p.2). However, as child abuse is also 

considered a sin, a perpetrator who is truly penitent could be forgiven by an elder and then 

later reinstated like that of the civil court case involving Gonzalo Campos. Evidence of this 

theological practice of forgiving child sexual abusers can be seen in the October 1st 2012 

letter to elders which confirms that WatchTower can exercise the reappointment of known 

child abusers into positions of trust and authority, ‘it cannot be said in every case that one 

who has sexually abused a child could never qualify for privileges of service in the 

congregation’ (Faithleaks, October 1, 2012).  Janet Webb et al. would agree with the 17

 See appendix 5B.17
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criticism of the Royal Commission as she points to a similar issue of church leaders being 

moved to different congregations to protect known child abusers from secular prosecution, 

which consequently does nothing to protect children from sexual abuse,  

Scandals within the Catholic Church and the Protestant Church have arisen from 

the preferred solution of moving the alleged abuser to another parish, or to a post 

in which it is claimed he will have no contact with children (2016, p.160). 

Similarly to the Catholic Church, this letter informs Jehovah’s Witness elders that notoriety 

is a key factor in deciding whether a paedophile could serve as an elder or not.                       

In the eyes of the Royal Commission, this could allow for abusers to re-offend or pose 

harm to the same or other children in and outside the congregation. Joel S. Milner and 

William D. Murphy would agree with the Commission as they argue that some paedophiles 

simply cannot be rehabilitated (1995, p.486). 

 It is difficult to discern whether known child abuser within Jehovah’s Witness 

congregations are consistently reported to the secular authorities when they are 

disfellowshipped for the criminal offence of child sexual abuse. This risk management 

precaution has been raised by the Commission as it had found many cases where elders 

had not met mandatory reporting laws in Australian provinces which require it.              

Thus, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to discern whether Jehovah’s Witnesses’ who 

are disfellowshipped for their sinful act of child sexual abuse are consistently reported to 

the secular legal authorities by the elders in states which require it as a mandatory 

measure. The Commission had criticised this theological practice of forgiving known child 

sexual abusers and recommended that it should embrace a policy of mandatory reporting 

regardless of whether local legal legislation requires such practices, 

the organisation should have a policy of reporting to the authorities all allegations 

of child sexual abuse made by or in relation to children or involving an alleged 

perpetrator who poses an ongoing risk to children (2016, p.69).      

�44



1840775
However, WatchTower’s response to this criticism is met with contention, as they request 

for local legislation to require this mandatory reporting proposal across its jurisdictions in 

which they would comply wholly,   

Jehovah’s Witnesses do not purport to offer an alternative process to the secular 

authorities’ approach to the protection of children and to the punishment of criminal 

conduct. Nor do they seek to interfere with that process. The extent to which they 

are able to cooperate with governments is guided by their belief in the Scriptures 

and by such considerations as the establishing of wrongdoing and the role of 

repentance. If governments wish for greater assistance in dealing with child abuse 

matters, they must say so, because it is unrealistic to expect that people of faith are 

attempting to achieve the same objectives as the criminal law in their dealings with, 

and treatment of, sinners. (2015, p.11) 

Therefore, this tests my hypothesis as WatchTower can be seen to adapt to local legal 

requirements in the form of their child safeguarding policy and practices when legislation 

requires it. As this recommendation and guidance by the Royal Commission are not 

accompanied by any legal obligation to report all cases of child abuse, one, therefore, 

does not see local adaptation to this guidance. 

7. Conclusion:  

 In conclusion, this dissertation has contributed to the research literature as it has 

explored the doctrinal practices of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ with pertinence to whether they 

accommodate their child safeguarding practices to local legal requirements.     

This study has achieved this, as the double hypothesis finds that if there are local 

variations from the global Jehovah’s Witnesses’ instructions, there are local legal 

requirements in these three countries. Where there are no local legal requirements,           

this study also finds that there are no local variations in Jehovah’s Witnesses’ documents 

and practices. This thesis finds that this religious organisation does not respond or adjust 
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its doctrinal practices of child safeguarding in the face of criticism and recommendations of 

scholars, the mass media and the secular courts unless legislation requires it. 

 My textual analysis of WatchTower’s literature sheds light on their theocratic 

practices which have been modified accordingly, to the local legal variations of              

child safeguarding laws in the United States of America, England and Australia.    

Evidence of this can be seen as WatchTower no longer requiring victims of child sexual 

abuse to confront their perpetrators. My exploration of civil court cases and the elder’s 

correspondence documents in section 5, offers an insight into where WatchTower has 

adapted their previous doctrinal practices of requiring a victim of child sexual abuse to 

confront their abusers. This study finds that WatchTower has adapted its child 

safeguarding practices by introducing new methods to allow victims of child sexual abuse 

to make an allegation without having to confront their perpetrators. In addition to this, 

victims of abuse can now be accompanied by a support person of any gender to make an 

allegation against a perpetrator of abuse to an elder. WatchTower also reminds victims of 

abuse their legal right to inform the secular law enforcement in their child safeguarding 

policy. Furthermore, elders no longer are required to probe psychological traumas to 

determine the legitimacy of child sexual abuse cases. Thus, the analysis of this enquiry 

has established areas of WatchTower’s theocratic position which has been adjusted due to 

local legal pressures in these three countries.  

 The legal framework of this dissertation has demonstrated that the elders 

responsibility to safeguard children vary due to the local legal requirements.   

Thus, states in America and particular provinces in Australia require different 

responsibilities from elders, in the form of acquiring background checks and adhering to 

mandatory reporting legislation. Of which, WatchTower confirms that they comply with, 

which can be seen in the form of their policy document and response submission to the 

Australian Royal Commission. My direct e-mail correspondence with WatchTower’s legal 
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department in England also confirms the test of my hypothesis. The evidence supports 

that the elders are not legally obligated to acquire DBS checks and adhere to mandatory 

reporting laws, which differ distinctly to the responsibility of elders in specific in America 

and provinces in Australia. Further adaptations have been found in WatchTower’s child 

safeguarding policy, which confirms that known child sexual abusers like Gonzalo Campos 

would find difficulty in being reappointed, although the potential for this is not impossible. 

Thus, as there is no specific legislative obligation which requires WatchTower to not 

reappoint known child sexual abusers, even after extended periods of time, one does not 

see local adaptations. In addition to this, my discussion of the hierarchy and organisational 

history and structure explicitly supports that only the governing body can implement 

theocratic adaptations to the local legal requirements for the lands for which Jehovah’s 

Witnesses inhabit. Thus, based on the critical questions posed, if one is to see changes to 

local adaptations and adjustments to WatchTower’s child safeguarding policies and 

practices, local legislation in these three countries must require it from this organisation.

Furthermore, my discussion of the Australian Royal Commission’s criticisms served 

as a focal test case for my hypothesis as it included both recommendations and legal 

requirements. I have demonstrated a correlation between the two. In doing so, I have shed 

light on Jehovah’s Witnesses’ approach to inculturation. My hypothesis has also tested the 

Commission’s criticism of their doctrinal application of the two-witness rule and the 

recommendation of integrating and equipping women with authority in handling child 

abuse cases in their ecclesiastical judiciary procedures. This guidance was met with 

rejection, as WatchTower can be seen to defend its spiritual practices under the legislative 

protection of their freedom to exercise their beliefs. Scholars such as Chryssides reminds 

us that this is not a unique issue to Jehovah’s Witnesses’. Therefore, as there is no 

legislative requirement for changes to their spiritual practice of applying the two witness 
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rule and the recommendation of integrating women in their judiciary hearings, thus, one 

does not see local adaptations to these criticisms and guidance.  

 My hypothesis also examined the Royal Commission’s criticism of WatchTower’s 

doctrinal practice of shunning. My investigation illuminated that the Commission’s 

criticisms were misconceived and that WatchTower does not shun victims of child sexual 

abuse. However, WatchTower does indeed shun apostate ex-members who may be 

victims of child sexual abuse, as they may reject the theocratic and authority of the 

governing body. Thus, as there is no legislative requirement for WatchTower to make 

adaptations to this practice, one does not see local variations to this criticism.   

My findings have provided an insight into WatchTower’s compliance to the local legal 

landscapes for which they inhabit. In the test of the Royal Commission’s criticism of their 

practice of reappointing known child abusers, WatchTower can be seen to respond by 

requiring legislation to assist this organisation to comply with the recommendation of 

unanimous mandatory reporting. As there is currently no legislative obligation for elders in 

specific states in provinces to conduct specific child safeguarding procedures,   

the majority of the commission’s criticisms, therefore, are met with contention. 

 Thus, this study finds that the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ variations to child safeguarding 

are not a matter of local cultural norms, but only of law. Although, I must clarify that I have 

attempted to identify every local variation of child safeguarding in these three countries.      

However, it is possible that Jehovah’s Witnesses’ may adapt to some local variations 

without legislative requirements which may not have been fully explored. In addition to this, 

much is yet to be researched in this field, of the religious consequences of child sexual 

abuse. Therefore, this merits for further research to investigate whether mandatory 

reporting and background checks directly correlate and result in more effective child 

safeguarding in this religious organisation. 
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Registered Office: IBSA House The Ridgeway London NW7 1RN United Kingdom 

A Company limited by guarantee registered in England No. 3858051.  
Charity Registration for England and Wales No. 1077961 

Charity Registration for Scotland: SC046952 
 

LEI:LEO  June 27, 2018 

Mr Harvinder Singh 
E-mail: HXS775@student.bham.ac.uk 
 

Sent by e-mail 

Dear Mr Singh: 

Re:  Child Safeguarding Questions 

We are in receipt of your e-mail correspondence dated June 12, 2018. We understand you are a 
postgraduate student at the University of Birmingham studying Religion, Politics and Society and you have 
some questions about child safeguarding and Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

Firstly, you ask, “whether all elders in congregations undergo DBS checks.” You may not be aware of 
this, but the congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses do not provide or sponsor any activities that fall within 
the scope of “Regulated Activity Relating to Children,” (as defined in the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups 
Act 2006, as amended from time to time, and equivalent legislation in other parts of the United Kingdom 
and Ireland) including such activities as Crèches, Playgroups, Sunday Schools, Youth Groups, Clubs, 
Choirs, or Camps. As such, elders are not under any legal obligation to have a DBS check.  

As regards your second question about ‘documents that explicitly assists children in circumstances 
where they are in need of help due to abuse’, we refer you to the following various links to documents that 
are readily found on our official jw.org website: 

https://www.jw.org/en/news/legal/legal-resources/information/packet-jw-scripturally-based-position-
child-protection/  

 https://www.jw.org/en/publications/books/teen-questions/what-should-i-know-about-sexual-assault/   

https://www.jw.org/en/publications/books/learn-from-great-teacher-jesus/power-over-demons/ 

https://www.jw.org/en/publications/books/learn-from-great-teacher-jesus/how-jesus-was-protected/  

As well as the previous documents, there are numerous other articles produced over the years that are 
designed both for children and parents in this area of concern within human society today.  

We trust that the above material assists you in your studies.  

Yours faithfully, 

 
Legal Department 

  

Appendix 1. E-mail correspondence with WatchTower’s legal department England.
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Appendix 2B. God’s kingdom Rules, p.20.
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JEHOVAH’S WITNESSES’ SCRIPTURALLY BASED POSITION 
ON CHILD PROTECTION 

cpt-E  4/18 

Definitions: Child abuse may include neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, or emotional abuse. 

Child sexual abuse is a perversion and generally includes one or more of the following: sexual inter-
course with a child; oral or anal sex with a child; fondling the genitals, breasts, or buttocks of a child; 
voyeurism of a child; indecent exposure to a child; or soliciting a child for sexual conduct. It may in-
clude sexting with a minor or showing pornography to a minor. 

In this document, references to parents apply equally to legal guardians or other persons who hold pa-
rental responsibility for a minor. 

1. Children are a sacred trust, “an inheritance from Jehovah.”—Psalm 127:3. 

2. The protection of children is of utmost concern and importance to all Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
This is in harmony with the long-standing and widely published Scripturally based position of Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, as reflected in the references at the end of this document, which are all published on 
jw.org. 

3. Jehovah’s Witnesses abhor child abuse and view it as a crime. (Romans 12:9) We recognize 
that the authorities are responsible for addressing such crimes. (Romans 13:1-4) The elders do not 
shield any perpetrator of child abuse from the authorities. 

4. In all cases, victims and their parents have the right to report an accusation of child abuse to 
the authorities. Therefore, victims, their parents, or anyone else who reports such an accusation to the 
elders are clearly informed by the elders that they have the right to report the matter to the authorities. 
Elders do not criticize anyone who chooses to make such a report.—Galatians 6:5. 

5. When elders learn of an accusation of child abuse, they immediately consult with the branch 
office of Jehovah’s Witnesses to ensure compliance with child abuse reporting laws. (Romans 13:1) 
Even if the elders have no legal duty to report an accusation to the authorities, the branch office of Je-
hovah’s Witnesses will instruct the elders to report the matter if a minor is still in danger of abuse or 
there is some other valid reason. Elders also ensure that the victim’s parents are informed of an accu-
sation of child abuse. If the alleged abuser is one of the victim’s parents, the elders will inform the 
other parent. 

6. Parents have the primary responsibility for the protection, safety, and instruction of their chil-
dren. Therefore, parents who are members of the congregation are encouraged to be vigilant in exer-
cising their responsibility at all times and to do the following: 

• Have direct and active involvement in their children’s lives. 

• Educate themselves and their children about child abuse. 

• Encourage, promote, and maintain regular communication with their children. 
—Deuteronomy 6:6, 7; Proverbs 22:3. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses publish an abundance of Bible-based information to assist parents to ful-
fill their responsibility to protect and instruct their children.—See the references at the end of this 
document. 

Appendix 3, Jehovah’s Witnesses Scripturally Based Position on Child Protection.
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JEHOVAH’S WITNESSES’ SCRIPTURALLY BASED POSITION ON CHILD 
PROTECTION 

7. Congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses do not separate children from their parents for the pur- 
pose of instruction or other activities. (Ephesians 6:4) For example, our congregations do not 
provide or sponsor orphanages, Sunday schools, sports clubs, day-care centers, youth groups, or 
other activi- ties that separate children from their parents. 

8. Elders strive to treat victims of child abuse with compassion, understanding, and kindness. 
(Colossians 3:12) As spiritual counselors, the elders endeavor to listen carefully and empathetically 
to victims and to console them. (Proverbs 21:13; Isaiah 32:1, 2; 1 Thessalonians 5:14; James 1:19) 
Vic- tims and their families may decide to consult a mental-health professional. This is a personal 
decision. 

9. Elders never require victims of child abuse to present their accusation in the presence of the 
alleged abuser. However, victims who are now adults may do so, if they wish. In addition, victims 
can be accompanied by a confidant of either gender for moral support when presenting their 
accusation to the elders. If a victim prefers, the accusation can be submitted in the form of a written 
statement. 

10. Child abuse is a serious sin. If an alleged abuser is a member of the congregation, the elders 
conduct a Scriptural investigation. This is a purely religious proceeding handled by elders according 
to Scriptural instructions and is limited to the issue of membership as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. A 
member of the congregation who is an unrepentant child abuser is expelled from the congregation 
and is no longer considered one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. (1 Corinthians 5:13) The elders’ handling 
of an accusation of child abuse is not a replacement for the authorities’ handling of the matter.—
Romans 13:1-4. 

11. If it is determined that one guilty of child sexual abuse is repentant and will remain in the 
congregation, restrictions are imposed on the individual’s congregation activities. The individual 
will be specifically admonished by the elders not to be alone in the company of children, not to 
cultivate friendships with children, or display any affection for children. In addition, elders will 
inform parents of minors within the congregation of the need to monitor their children’s interaction 
with the individ- ual. 

12. Apersonwhohasengagedinchildsexualabusedoesnotqualifytoreceiveanycongregation privileges 
or to serve in a position of responsibility in the congregation for decades, if ever. —1 Timothy 
3:1-7, 10; 5:22; Titus 1:7. 

13. This document is available upon request to members of the congregation. It is reviewed at least 
once every three years. 

cpt-E 4/18 2 

Appendix 3, Jehovah’s Witnesses Scripturally Based Position on Child Protection.
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Appendix 4A, Elders correspondence documents, FaithLeaks, 14 November 1999.
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Appendix 4, Elders correspondence documents, FaithLeaks, 14 November 1999.
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Appendix 4, Elders correspondence documents, FaithLeaks, 14 November 1999.
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Appendix 4, Elders correspondence documents, FaithLeaks, 14 November 1999.
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Appendix 4B, Elders correspondence documents, FaithLeaks, 20 January 2000.
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Appendix 4C, Elders correspondence documents, FaithLeaks, 27 March 2000.
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Appendix 4D, Elders correspondence documents, FaithLeaks, 13 December 2004.
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Appendix 5A, Letter to all congregations in the United States, May 24, 2002.
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Appendix 5A, Letter to all congregations in the United States, May 24, 2002.
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Appendix 5B, Letter to all congregations in the United States, October 21, 2002.
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Appendix 5B, Letter to all congregations in the United States, October 21, 2002.
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Appendix 5B, Letter to all congregations in the United States, October 21, 2002.
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Appendix 5B, Letter to all congregations in the United States, October 21, 2002.



1840775

�74

Appendix 5B, Letter to all congregations in the United States, October 21, 2002.
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